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Epigraph


Whenever we devalue a class of people
We devalue ourselves
And slice away a piece of
Humanity's potential.
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one
Rumors


In the fourth kingdom of the planet Vosj, during King Attim’s reign, it was two days before teenage Brodia got her second whipping.  
But today, caught in a sudden warm summer shower, she crossed Widemouth’s bustling market. Swerving around the women who scowled at her from under their shawls, she relished the refreshing smell of beach and oak as heavy raindrops beat down the dust.
Years in the sun gave her a dark complexion, emphasizing a lighter scar on her chin, a trophy from a preteen misadventure. Brodia accepted that her lean face, high cheekbones, and button nose gave her an odd appearance. Plus, the scowling women undoubtedly had opinions about her pear-green beret and men’s clothes.
She basked in their derision.
Ahead, she saw her friend Missus Kella sitting in the rain. Hurrying to her side, she squatted beside the beggar, gasping at the smell of stale urine. She couldn’t bear to see her friend so neglected. Brodia tapped the crazy old widow’s begging bowl. “C’mon Kindness, let’s gets you outta this rain. I’ve gots dried meat for you today.”
Missus Kella had been that woman who always had time to help others. Every village had one. Then, last winter, her husband died of a fever, causing something to snap in her mind. Now Widemouth needed another do-gooder. And Brodia dreaded becoming trapped in that role, left behind by Adventure to marry a well-intentioned farmboy.
Brodia tried to pull up the heavyset woman. Glancing around, she sought help from the market, but none of the women came to her aid. Tugging on her ear, she turned back to the beggar. “Kindness, you’re too heavy for me.”
Suddenly she collapsed into Missus Kella as waves of dizziness seized her mind. Brodia twisted away, hugging her stomach as she retched. Bewildered, she forced herself to take a deep breath and hold it to slow the world spinning around her.
Screams pulled her attention to the market, where she saw a gray-dressed man sitting cross-legged, floating above the throng. All around, women scattered like mice fleeing a cat. The wizard – for what else could he be? – stared at her like a farmer assessing a pig for the market. Even the rain avoided him, splashing off an invisible roof above his head. However, the scariest things were his eyes that glowed in the shadows of his short-peaked wizard’s hat.
Brodia clutched Missus Kella’s shoulder to steady herself. No man would find her defenseless again. Clenching her fists to suppress the dizziness, she compelled herself to stand and glare back, letting the rain splash off her face. 
This wizard was too young to be Sarn the Sage. So, it must be the Bone Crusher who was here scaring people and casting nausea spells.
The villagers hid behind the market stalls. Only the wizard and Brodia remained, plus her beggar friend she refused to abandon.
The wizard broke off the staring contest when he rose higher and flew to the north. She could breathe again as her vertigo vanished with the departing wizard.
Soon the women milled around, gossiping in excited tones at the wonder they had seen. While Brodia only felt dread at how the wizard stared at her. There was a knowing to his sparkling eyes. He had seen her and ignored everyone else. Glancing down, she saw Missus Kella’s dark eyes staring straight ahead, giving no clue whether she saw the gray wizard.
“Brodia, can I help?” Her dear friend, Hirin, squeezed through the crowd to join her. When he squatted down, he pulled back his head, wrinkling his nose.
She flashed her Ma’s green eyes at the blond farmboy. “Sure you can, Slowness.” She gave him a thankful squeeze on his well-muscled forearm. “Help me gets Widow Kella over near the Meeting Hall and into somes shelter.”
Each took an arm as they guided Kella across the corner of the village square. At the side of the Meeting Hall, Brodia found a dry spot beside the bell tower. “Sit here, Kindness.” And the simple-minded woman plopped down without a word.
Brodia placed a piece of dried meat in the woman’s hand before pushing it up to her mouth. The old widow smiled at its taste. “Stay outta the rain. I’ll be backs tomorrow to checks on you.” 
“Did you see him?” Hirin asked her.
Brodia twisted to face him. “I did.” She stood. “You dones for the day then?”
“Got off early. Ma asked me to get some cheese.” He reached down to tinkle a coin into Widow Kella’s bowl. Brodia smiled at him and mouthed a thank you. “You got some time to talk?” he asked.
“I haves to get back. I boughts some chicken livers for my birthday tomorrow. They aren’t going to keeps fresh for long.” Hirin looked disappointed as she pulled her pear-green beret down over her ears and beetle-black hair from her father’s seed. “C’mon, Slowness; you can walks me home.” She liked the boy with a big smile and friendly attitude. He never judged her for her habits. And though he was the only boy she’d consider marrying, she didn’t want him that much. He was distant, never gave her a nickname, and never touched her or talked silly.
But she feared he was saving to pay her father for a marriage contract. She still believed there were new adventures out there. She wanted to see the capital with paved streets and the Western Mountains where the snow never melted. If only she could grasp one of these exploits to escape her father’s cruel ways and clumsy hands.
She walked back across Widemouth’s grassy square sheltered by a gnarly oak tree in the middle. Hirin kept pace beside her. He was a head taller than her, and his wet blond hair hung down to his broad shoulders.
“Wasn’t that great? A wizard came here,” he said. “The rumors must be true.”
She smiled at his enthusiasm but also remembered feeling sick. “Did you feels anything different when he was here?” she asked but was disappointed when he shook his head. “Weren’t you scared as he flew through the village?”
“Not me,” he said too quickly. She remembered how everyone in the market ran to hide. “Wouldn’t it be great if they gave a magic show?” he said as they passed back into the market. The rain continued to soak their clothes. “I didn’t believe the rumors about them coming here, but it must be true. What did you hear?”
“I don’t listens to gossip.” She remembered the old wizard stories from school, all the things the wizards did to stop Harpin invading her homeland, monstrous things. Still, she didn’t believe all those stories; some were just to scare her. Stories like Arrox killing anyone entering the Barrens were too crazy to believe. It was the kind of story father liked to tell her so she couldn’t sleep. “Never seen no wizard before now. Seeing Sarn the Sage would be nice.” She stopped at the crossroads south of the marketplace. “But what about his apprentice, Preem the Bone Crusher? Would you want to sees him too?” The more she thought about it, the more confident she was that the wizard in gray was too young to be Sarn the Sage.
“Do you believe the stories about him?” Hirin said. She shuddered at the thought of how the Crusher got his name. But this was probably a lie too. Surely no man would do that to another person. 
“Don’t you?” Brodia turned right to follow the River Forks Road toward her farm on the other side of the river. “He mades me sick today.” She confessed finally.
“Like throw-up sick?” he said, but she could tell he didn’t believe her. Still, she nodded it was true. “Must be something you ate. I don’t remember any stories of men being sick.” She hated him a little for the emphasis. “The wizards are good people. Grand Wizard Sarn stopped them in the last war against Harpin, the first kingdom.”
“I would loves to sees old Sarn do his magic and hears his stories.” She imagined sitting on the grass listening to the wise old wizard holding his long staff while telling stories about the Midnight Towers that no one except a wizard had ever seen. Then she remembered the edicts against women. “But I’ll never gets to hears them, given girls can’t goes to the wizard meetings.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll repeat any stories they tell.” 
She wanted to punch the fool. Didn’t he get it? It wasn’t that she’d miss the silly story; it was that she couldn’t hear it from the wizard’s own mouth. She trudged along the River Forks Road in the rain, which only worsened her mood. One day, she promised herself, one day, she could stop pretending she was a boy. An awkward silence fell between them.
Beside the last house, she saw two men sheltering from the rain. They wore the long pale-yellow robes of the Brotherhood Against Wizardry. She glared at these men people nicknamed the Daffodils; the stealers of women. One of them smiled, tilting his head to one side as if evaluating a horse for sale, sending chills down her spine.
Hirin slipped his hand inside her elbow. “Let’s keep moving,” he said, guiding her past both men who watched her as intently as she did them. It took all her resolve not to turn her head back once she was past them. Finally, she put the sight of the two Daffodils behind her and concentrated on the present again. She liked the feel of Hirin’s hand inside her elbow. It was the first time he’d touched her in a year.
Hirin said nothing else until they were on the old stone bridge that hump-backed across the Wan River. “Brodia, they watch you because you’re not married, and those clothes don’t help.”
It was the same annoying story she’d heard from Ma hundreds of times. “I don’t cares for dresses much.” Brodia picked up a smooth stone, flipping it over the parapet and into the river. “Dresses make me feels clumsy; they gets in my way.” She didn’t tell him the real reason, because he wouldn’t understand.
Hirin laughed. “I remember years ago when old farmer Samil’s goats chased us. You wore dresses then. Several times that billy goat got me, but never you.”
Brodia smiled at the memory of simpler times. “I only had to be faster than you, Slowness. That billy goat was too busy butting you ’cause you was the slowest.” But thinking about the past only brought up the memories from two years ago, when her innocence vanished forever.
Hirin must have seen the sadness pass behind her eyes. He tried to lift her spirits. “I also remember you’d climb any tree in a dress. You were one of the best climbers. Nothing scared you, not even the young trees that bent as you neared the top.”
“And I remembers you standing at the bottom watching me closely. What was so interesting?”
She side-eyed him, seeing the color reach his cheeks; even the rain couldn’t stop it. “Oh,” was all he said, letting go of her elbow. After crossing the bridge, Hirin kept quiet for a while, fidgeting with the buttons on his jerkin.
In the silence, she thought about the two wizards visiting Widemouth. If they were on an apprentice search, then there’d be a celebration afterward. Men would be traveling with them. Maybe a tall and handsome follower would take her to see the vast country from the Western Mountains to the Ancient Forest in the east. She just needed someone to take her through the nearby forests where father claimed wolves lived. Staying here to marry Hirin and be a farmer’s wife wasn’t her adventure.
When her dingy-white farmhouse came into sight through the rain, she broke the silence. “It was nice of you to gives the widow some money.”
“Thanks.” Silence again before he asked, “Can I visit you tomorrow?”
She nodded, surprised at his shyness. “I’d like that. We can plays some nanuj.”
“You mean, you can beat me at some nanuj.” Seemingly encouraged, he continued. “I’ve been saving some money.”
A nervous chill grabbed her. “That’s nice,” she said in a neutral voice, while her mind raced far ahead of her fears. She stared at her farmhouse, not daring to make eye contact with him.
“I have eight crowns now. I was thinking of a marriage contract at Prepio’s full moon in three days.”
By the Gods, he’s going to ask father. “I trusts the girl’s nice,” she said, thinking quickly. “You needs a woman who wears beautiful dresses. Someone who wants to be a farmer’s wife.” Someone prettier than me, she wanted to add, though she didn’t believe she was ugly.
“You’re a farmer’s daughter.” Hirin sounded defensive, like the Gods had already ordained their marriage. “It’s expected for you to marry a farmer. It’s the way it normally is.”
It only angered her more. “And I’ve seens enough to know it’s not the life I wants,” she said, tugging on her ear. Her words came out harsher than she had planned. As they walked on in silence, her mind imagined his face replacing her father’s as she fetched him water each evening after a hard day’s work. His face looked so forlorn she almost gave in right then. It wasn’t fair! Why does it always fall on me to give up my dreams?
At her house, she tried to make it up to him. “I likes you, Slowness. You’re my best friend.”
“Sure.” He pulled up his collar against the rain before turning to walk back.
[image: image-placeholder]That evening, after dinner, father summoned her to join him in the drawing-room. Brodia entered warily. He sat in his overstuffed chair, so she picked the solid-backed, wooden chair close to the kitchen door. Though he was strong, she was faster.
She sat on the edge of the chair with her knees angled away from him, waiting. It had been a while since she last sat in this room with him, and she didn’t expect anything pleasant. Finally, after watching him fiddle with his pipe but not smoke it, she asked, “What does you wants?”
He glared at her. “You’re seventeen tomorrow, well past the age a decent girl is married. So I’m dones with you.” She glared back as he continued to speak. “It’s time you learned the truth in this world. Men gots no time for your jumped-up attitudes, and I knows the people that can teach you that simple truth.” He paused as if expecting a response, but she only sat on her chair as her mind grappled with his words. “Tomorrow morning, I sells you to the Brotherhood. No birthday dinner for you, my dear.” He smiled. “I hear you boughts chicken livers. My favorite. I’ll be thinking of you when I enjoys them.”
She stared at the man who was once her idol; she even copied his silly way of talking. As she remembered his betrayal of her hopes, she shivered, and then anger rose. “Even you wouldn’t sells me to the Daffodils!” she said, struggling to find the words she felt in her heart.
“Don’t be calling them that,” father snapped back. “Besides, they’ve offered three crowns; that’s all you’re worth. You’re the one who’s out of season with the world.”
She jumped up, wanting to run away. Father sank deeper in his chair with a knowing smirk on his face. Realizing that he wanted her to run, she took a deep breath, sat down, and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “You just wants the money.”
“And to sees the back of you. You were nice once, but now you just costs me money to feed.” His words hurt, but she didn’t show it.
“You’ll needs me to help with the harvest in two months.”
“It’s time your brother Ipin helped with the reap. A daughter brings in a marriage contract. Those three crowns looks good to me.” He tapped out the old tobacco from his clay pipe while she fumed. 
She could find her way to Hirin’s farm to offer herself for marriage tonight. It was her best chance.
“And if you’re thinking of running,” he continued, “the Brotherhood is watching. You runs, and they can do things to you. Things I doubt you’ll likes too much.” He paused to let his words soak in. “They promised I could watch as they does it. So, please try to run.”
Brodia clenched her fists. She knew she’d try to escape. It was raining, giving her a better chance to slip away. “Does Ma knows your plans?” she asked to buy some time to think.
“She’s gots no say in this. She’ll finds out tonight or tomorrow; it doesn’t makes no difference to me.”
“I wants to sees the end of you too,” she said, as a new idea came to her. “But three crowns sounds like them Daffodils are taking you for a fool.” It was the one nerve she knew how to scratch. Father saw himself as the best negotiator. He hated anyone taking him for a clown.
He glared at her but didn’t correct her name use this time. “Three crowns, plus the sure knowledge that the rest of your life will be miserable.”
Her bargaining mind kicked in. It was no different than haggling over the price of chicken livers. And she was a master at haggling. “So how much is the knowledge worth? One or two crowns? I’ve always known you to be cheap.”
Father leaned forward too, keen on winning the last negotiation. “I treats them equally. The money and the knowledge that you’ll be suffering.”
“So, six crowns,” she said. Suddenly she saw a way out. She would need two more days. “Gives me another week, and I’ll gets a marriage contract of six crowns or more.”
Father leaned back to fill his pipe with new tobacco. “I can’t stops the Brotherhood for a week.” He paused to tamp down the tobacco in his pipe. “But I’ll gives you one day. Haves the contract by your birthday dinner, and you can eats chicken livers. If not, you’ll be gone.”
She smiled as she shook her head. “I needs more time, and you wants the money; I sees it in your eyes. Gives me four days.”
After puffing twice on the pipe he hadn’t lit yet, he replied, “I’ll gives you two days, no more.” He studied the pipe’s bowl as if deciding if it was ready to light. “I’m going to enjoy your failure and the pain it will costs you.”
“I’ll haves the marriage contract in two days. Then I’ll spits on your farm as I leave.”
Taking his time, father lit a taper by the candle on the table by his chair. He drew the flame into the pipe as he took three short pulls. Then, removing the pipe, he pointed the smoking stem at her. “I’ll let you have another fortnight if you stops running from me.”
“Never!” She got up to walk through the kitchen into the cool drizzle that continued to fall. She sat while she cleared her mind. Even with everything he did in the past, she never thought he would sell her. Now, two days wasn’t enough to win the heart of one of the wizard’s followers.
Minutes later, she sat in the kitchen with Ma and Ipin, wondering if she should say anything. Not yet, she decided and waited until Ipin went to bed ahead of her. Even then, she couldn’t bring herself to admit the embarrassing fact that father wanted to sell her to the Daffodils. So, she went to bed to make her plans.
Ipin’s eyes reflected the candle’s flame in their bedroom. “What did Pa want?” he asked.
“None of your business.” She blew out the candle to undress in the dark. Ipin was getting to an age when he was too interested in watching her disrobe.
Lying in bed, waiting for sleep to whisk her away from this daytime nightmare, she thought of Hirin. Soon an idea came to her. What if the rumors were true and Wizard Sarn came to the village? What if he picked Hirin to be his apprentice? Then she could become an apprentice’s wife. Brodia considered the problem. All the stories of apprentices said the boy had to be intelligent. She would go into the village early tomorrow to sow the seeds of her plan.
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two
Bone Crusher


A young, overdressed man strode along the Widemouth Road. After several lonely months, he enjoyed the incessant chirping of insects in the bushes alongside the road. The late-morning sun beat on him, forcing him to tug down his wide-brimmed hat as sweat dampened his dark brown face. Yesterday’s rain had dried long ago, leaving the air humid and the hard-packed road firm under his boots. 
Preem wondered if the Gods hated him with this humid heat. Still, Gods or not, he didn’t break stride or magically shield himself from the relentless sun. Instead, the twenty-four-year-old wizard unbuttoned the front of his ground-dragging leather coat.
Just ahead, he saw the village of Widemouth under a cloudless sky. At the village’s crossroads was the River Forks Road that went west to the Barrens, his final destination. Deep in the Barrens, the mysterious master d’dec lay hidden, the most powerful source of magic known. And one that had killed every grand wizard who tried to possess it. By tonight, he wanted to reach the forest beyond the farmlands, so he couldn’t afford to stop here.
Before entering the little village, Preem stuffed his distinctive wizard’s hat inside his coat. He walked across the village square without anyone noticing him. Widemouth’s small but lively market lay ahead.
Weaving through the busy market, he kept his eyes downcast. His ears heard the women haggling over clothes at the blue stall, but they didn’t divert his attention. His nose caught the aroma of fresh bread from the yellow booth, but it didn’t distract his thoughts. Preem would not dally in a village with only one market stall of each color.
Then, a young lady dressed in a pink dress stepped in his way. “What’s the hurry, Shortstuff?” She touched the long black scar on his left cheek. “My, what a handsome man you are. I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before.”
Forced to stop for a moment, he hid his eyes, mumbling, “I ... I’m only passing through, ma’am.” He didn’t understand why women kept picking on him. Stepping around the lady, he hurried on his way, carrying his walking cane as if it were a prop.
Still distracted, he rounded the corner of a building, barreling into the soft belly of a massive baker. A tray full of confections went flying.
“Hey runt, look where ya going!” The baker kneeled to collect his sweetmeats now scattered in the dirt. “That’ll cost ya half a cr–”
“Jag! Watch out! It’s the Bone Crusher,” the baker’s assistant said.
The baker’s head lifted to stare into Preem’s eyes, and the baker’s mouth dropped open. It was always the eyes that gave Preem away. His heart sank. Here we go again, he thought, seeing the fear in the faces of the baker and his assistant. Soon, the whole village would know he was here. Then tradition would oblige him to stay for a few hands of the sun’s movement across the sky.
The baker stood, snatched off his hat, and bowed deeply. “W-Wizard Preem, I didn’t see ya.”
Preem bobbed his head to the man wearing an off-white apron. “I made a terrible mess of your confections.” He pointed to the sweetmeats with his cane – his tarner – the symbol of his wizard rank. He reached into his purse to pull out half a crown to make amends, hoping to avoid a big commotion. “I’ll be more careful in the future.” He glanced around; so far, no one else had noticed.
As he offered the silver coin, the baker stepped back smartly, shaking his head. “No, no, Wizard Preem. ’Twas entirely me own fault, sir.” The baker took another step back, bowing even lower and mumbling, “I wasn’t watching me surroundings. Please forgive me.”
“Nonsense,” Preem said. “At the very least, it was both our faults.” He tried again to give the baker half a crown. From the corner of his eye, he saw villagers in the market turning to watch what was happening. Preem’s heart sank further.
“I can take no payment, sir.” The baker’s face twisted in terror. “May the Gods preserve me!”
It saddened and frustrated Preem to see the baker grovel. Does he believe I’d crush him for no reason? But all too often, this was how the people reacted to him because of his nickname. “What’s your name, master baker?”
“J ... Jagan, sir.”
“Well, Jagan. Please take this half-crown and deliver a tray of sweetmeats to the elder’s house.” The baker didn’t lift his eyes from the ground. “Sir, look at me,” Preem demanded, feeling a flash of anger at this man’s continued fawning. The baker lifted his head. Preem graciously smiled as he offered the half-crown once more. This time, Jagan took it.
“Yes, Wizard Preem. I will personally deliver a tray to the elder right away.”
“Thank you. Good day, gentlemen.” And he strode on. A quick backward glance revealed several village women hurrying over to the baker.
For the thousandth time, he wished the people hadn’t given him his despised nickname, even though he’d earned it. But that sobriquet precluded him from relaxing among the people. They expected a mean, hateful man.
His master had a great name, Sarn the Sage. People could like a wizard with a name like that.
And though he didn’t mind paying twice the rate for a tray of pastries, he did care that the villagers knew he was here. Now the wizard’s code required him to pay his respects to the village elder.
He was short of time because the storms came in mid-summer to the Western Mountains. In three weeks, snow would block the High Pass. Grand Wizard Sarn hadn’t returned from his spring trip to take the master d’dec he had often talked about, so now the burden fell to him to find it. How could he succeed where the greatest wizard in history had failed?
The mystery of Sarn’s disappearance lay heavy on him. Had the enemy ambushed and killed Sarn? It was hard to believe so; his Zenii was the oldest wizard in history, steeped in the knowledge that no other wizard had lived long enough to acquire. Preem felt the answer partially lay with how Sarn traveled to the mountains. So, the one thing he could do was follow the ancient tradition of walking all the way.
He needed a capable novice, a boy to guard his back when he confronted Harpin’s grand wizard in the coming war. Plus, he needed two years to train the boy. Otherwise, that northern wizard would kill yet another Otanic apprentice.
However, being a teacher was far more daunting than finding that unusual wizard’s stone. Magic came easy to him; being the master of an apprentice would not. He sighed. At least he could be on the road again in the afternoon. So, Preem grudgingly put on his hat, pulling down the conical top to conceal his long ugly scar. He turned back toward the village square and went in search of information.
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“Gentlemen, please keep playing,” Preem said, scratching an itch at the back of his neck. “May I linger a while to watch?”
“Of course, Wizard Preem,” the taller one said. He nervously rocked his weight from side to side as he retook his seat.
Preem drew up a chair to study their play, holding his tarner between his knees and stacking his hands on the top. He soon realized that they were skillful players. The one with thin white hair had a walking cane by his side, propped against the table. Preem saw he had the advantage over the taller player with long wispy gray eyebrows under a bald head.
As Preem expected, the taller player lost the game. After paying the winner, the loser turned to address Preem with a respectful bow. “Would you like to play, Sir Wizard?”
“Indeed, but first, who do I have the honor of playing with?”
“I ... I’m Dammil,” the winner said.
“Name’s Voren,” the loser said. When Voren got up to vacate his seat, he leaned over to whisper, “Be careful, Dam.”
Dammil asked, “Wh ... What will we play for – the usual wager?”
“If I should win, I seek information about your village. If I lose, I would be pleased to give you both a magic show.”
“That would be a fine wager, Wizard Preem.”
After refusing the advantage of the red side, Preem played carefully with the white men. At first, Dammil held back his red pieces, but Preem played defensively. On a couple of moves, Preem tried to entice Dammil into attacking. Finally, the Gods rewarded his patience when Dammil’s natural aggression won over his concerns, and he tried to penetrate Preem’s defenses. Soon, Dammil over-reached on an attack. Preem pounced. Turning defense into offense, he took down Dammil’s vulnerable red wizard.
“You play an excellent game, Sir Wizard. You’ve won your information,” Voren said from his spectator’s seat. “How may we help you?”
“Does Widemouth have any boys that are good at nanuj?” he asked. “Boys who can give either of you a good game?”
“There are a few that show a talent for the game,” Voren said. “Who would you say is the best, Dam?”
“This morning, we heard from the best player in Widemouth that Hirin had beaten them once or twice. Then I’d say it’s close between Shonan and your son Kerlan,” Dammil said, nodding toward Voren.
“Kerlan shows promise but has a long way to go,” Voren said with pride in his voice.
Three potentials were better than Preem first feared. He made a mental note to look out for this boy, Hirin. “Thank you, gentlemen,” he said. “I may ask your elder to set up an apprentice search meeting tonight.”
“That will please Elder Rihap,” Joren said. “It’s been ten years since Sarn had his last search.”
“Grand Wizard Sarn searched for a year before he picked me.” Preem remembered that mysterious night that forever changed his life. “And now I would ask that you let all three boys know about a possible meeting tonight. I want to see them sitting in the front row.”
“As you wish, Wizard Preem,” they both said in chorus.
“Good. Now, gentlemen. What magic can I show you?”
“But I lost the game,” Dammil said.
“You’ve helped me. It’s only fair. Also, I’d like to hear more about your village and these boys who play nanuj well.”
He smiled while the two older men conferred in whispers for a moment. Voren said, “We’ve heard of games you’ve played where you made all your moves by magic.”
Before Voren could finish conveying his request, Preem slipped into the darkness of his d’dec. In two seconds, he’d magic’d all the pieces back to their starting points. The two men gasped before letting out a faint squeal of delight as if teenagers once again. He would make sure this was a game they’d remember with pleasure for the rest of their lives. “Shall we begin?”
[image: image-placeholder]Leaving the nanuj players, Preem made his way to the elder’s house. He wondered what kind of reception he’d receive since so many elders dreaded him. The housemaid led him into the sitting room where the elder stood waiting for him. The elder’s rounded shoulders were slightly stooped, and his eyes lacked the brightness of good sight. Preem guessed he had less than a year left of vision.
“Wizard Preem, welcome to Widemouth.” The elder’s tone was stern, not fearful or respectful. And the man’s demeanor seemed ready to explode.
“Thank you, Elder Rihap,” Preem said softly, wondering what event had riled up the old man. The room was stuffy, with two high-backed padded chairs facing a smoldering fire in the hearth. Along one wall, he saw a bookcase half filled with leather-bound books. While closer to the fireplace, he saw a rocking chair with a dark-red blanket draped across its seat. He waited for the elder to pick his seat, the rocking chair, before choosing the green padded chair. “I hope I find you and your village well?”
“What do you call scaring our women half to death.” The vehemence of the elder’s response surprised Preem. The man’s lake-blue eyes bored into Preem. “I know it is above my humble station, but I will defend my village to my death. So, I must insist that you not repeat so uncivil a move as flying over our market. You were so low, some of the women said they had to duck to avoid you flying into them.”
Preem stared at the elder, trying to judge if he told the truth. The idea of flying over a village low enough to panic the people was anathema to the wizard’s creed. Preem still recalled the early lessons from Sarn about respecting the people below. The elder’s expression was clear. Someone had violated the sanctity of Widemouth’s market by flying close to the ground. But who? “It was not I. Can you describe this wizard?”
“Don’t play with me, Wizard Preem. I’m not a fool. The women were too scared to describe him, but they did agree he wasn’t old. There are only two wizards, which leaves you.”
Preem got up from the chair to stand by the fireplace. No one outside the King’s Council knew of the presence of a grand wizard from Harpin. “I understand your reasoning. I can only repeat it wasn’t me. I have many reputations, Elder. Yet none are about me lying.”
“Can Sarn make himself younger?” Rihap asked. Preem shook his head no. “Then I do not understand.”
“I cannot explain further. So I ask that you keep this strange visit a secret from all except the King’s Privy Council members. You may claim it was I, though this is my first visit to your village.”
“And why did you come here? I thought you would travel with your Zenii, but I see no sign of my old friend. Is your visit associated with yesterday’s wizard? As I think now, I could see the surprise in your eyes when I mentioned it.”
“I am traveling to the Barrens and was intending to pass through without stopping.” Preem saw the brief anger on Elder Rihap’s face. “I understand that I was breaking the normal protocol, but there is an urgent need to travel to the Barrens without delay. Yesterday’s mysterious visit only adds to that imperative. But now, I am considering delaying one day to hold an Apprentice Search meeting.”
The elder looked surprised. Preem walked back to take his seat as Rihap went to begin a sentence and then stopped. Finally, he said, “But you are a journeyman wizard. Only grand wizards may hold an apprentice search. Is Grand Wizard Sarn nearby?” Once again, Preem limited himself to a brief shake of his head as he fiddled with his tarner lying across his lap. “Then the royal edicts forbid such a search.”
“My Zenii is gone.” Preem struggled to hide his sadness. “So now the need for a new apprentice falls on my shoulders. A journeyman wizard must accomplish two skills to be considered a grand wizard. I mastered both before Sarn left for the Barrens. Only I choose not to wear the clothes of a grand wizard or carry a grand wizard’s mastyon until I have an apprentice at my side.” Preem paused to give the elder time to absorb his words. “For now, these journeyman clothes and tarner suit my purpose of not attracting additional attention to me or my journey.”
“It sorrows me deeply to hear that my old friend is dead.” Rihap’s eyes peered out from under his bushy white eyebrows. “My condolences on the loss of your Zenii. I fear my time will come soon too.”
“We live by the will of the Gods,” Preem responded automatically. He sensed that his mission to the Barrens had become paramount. If he were to stand alone against Harpin’s grand wizard, he had to win control of that master d’dec. He must decide between rushing to the secretive Valley of the Towers or allowing the search to delay him a day. “I am undecided on holding a search meeting. A piece of me feels that the Gods will it,” Preem said, thinking about that itch on the back of his neck that started yesterday evening. "How many boys could I expect?"
“Of course, it would be a great honor for our small village should you find an apprentice among its boys.” Elder Rihap paused for a moment, counting on his fingers. “We have twelve boys of the right age.”
“Not many. Are any of the boys good at nanuj? I have seen a benefit in players with tactical ability plus a competitive desire. Both are traits that I seek in an apprentice.” Preem did not add that a strong nanuj player needed to visualize what he could not see and anticipate what his opponent was planning. These two skills were paramount to seeing the d’sur and controlling the magic that constantly tried to break free of his influence.
“I see.” The elder leaned forward with an eager glint in his eye. “Then I can say that we have an eighteen-year-old boy by the name of Hirin. Why just today, I heard stories that he’s beaten the best player in the village. He would be a good candidate. Plus, we have a few younger players who show promise.”
“Hirin is a name I’ve heard before.” He thought for a moment, deciding to sacrifice a day on his journey. Maybe this was the boy that the Gods wanted him to pick. That itch meant something; it always did. However, he had never been able to understand its message. Taking a deep breath, Preem said a silent prayer that this boy Hirin would show the ability he sought. “Please set up an Apprentice Search meeting for this evening, one hand after sunset. Please ensure Hirin and the other nanuj players sit in the front row.”
“I will make sure all is as you request, Sir Wizard. After your meeting, do you wish to hold the traditional celebration in the village square?”
Preem had forgotten about the bonfire party held after a meeting. The celebration was essential to smooth over any disappointments since most meetings failed. He had held a couple in the previous villages that undoubtedly caused rumors to swirl about his journey. Still, with the enemy wizard’s visit yesterday, he preferred not to draw any more attention to his quest or his location. “In truth, this search is not widely known, nor do I wish it to be known.”
“Very well. Then after the meeting, you’re welcome to have supper with me. My husband is an excellent cook. And, thanks to your generosity, I have some sweetmeats we can have for dessert.”
Preem nodded with a warm smile. “Indeed, it will be a pleasure to taste a light touch again. As you know, wizardry precludes taking a spouse.”
“Good, good. After the sweetmeats, we can reminisce about young apprentice Sarn.” Elder Rihap said. “When I was much younger, I was good friends with your Zenii ... before he became the Grand Wizard of Otanic.”
“Did Sarn come from Widemouth?” Preem asked. For some reason, his Zenii never mentioned his home village.
“No, we both came from Randford. He was a year younger than me, and we grew up as neighbors. I will always remember the day when I heard that my best friend was gone, picked by Wizard Ladon to be his apprentice.” Rihap paused, and Preem allowed him time to continue. “It was why I left Randford. My wanderings finally led me here.”
Preem nodded; the selection of an apprentice was precipitous for the apprentice’s friends and family with no warning or time to say goodbye. The thought of Wizard Ladon snatching a young Sarn from his family pulled at Preem’s heartstrings. “I can listen to stories about Zenii for many hands. I miss him plus his sage advice,” Preem said. His head drooped a fraction. Worse was the fact that he had no one to share his ideas with, no one to take even a fraction of his burden. If only his Zenii hadn’t left three months ago. He stood, and the elder escorted him to the door.
He strolled across the square, passing around its ancient oak tree. Ahead, the two deep-red doors to the meeting hall magically opened toward him. He entered without breaking his stride.
Inside the musty hall, three rows of wooden benches stretched across the room. Beyond these stood a small stage. Twelve boys would easily fit in this space. Too easily. He needed an apprentice if he were to have any chance against the other wizard, but if Harpin’s wizard also had an apprentice, he had no delusions about the difficulties ahead.
Three massive iron candlestands stood on one side. These he magic’d into position, one on each side with the third in the center of the room. Satisfied, he left to find a room for the night.
The village had one two-story tavern that stood on the square’s north side. Preem gazed at the shingle swinging gently above the door. A red fox stood guard over her two pups that played in front of her. The artist skillfully captured the defiance in the Vixen’s eyes. The tavern’s name, Vixen and Kits, was written in blue script above the picture.
Inside, Preem found the bar deserted of patrons, this was a hard-working village. He booked the room with the fox kit painted in blue on its door. After dropping his blanket on the bed, Preem strolled out of the square to the north. He wanted to be alone while he waited for sundown. Walking between two buildings, he encountered three young children playing. They ran to greet him.
“Are you a wizard?” the little girl asked; she couldn’t be older than seven. He nodded. “I read about how you beat the Harpin army.”
Preem removed his hat and squatted on his haunches to be eye-level with the children. “That was my teacher, Sarn the Sage.”
“You must be the Crusher then,” the girl said. There was no fear in her voice. “Can you show us some magic?” Nodding, he picked up a stone and engaged his d’dec, preparing to float the stone in the air.
However, a voice interrupted his magic show before it began. “Jessia.” Two women appeared in a doorway. “Don’t bother the man.”
The children ran to their mothers. “Ladies,” Preem mumbled and walked away, flipping the stone in his hand. Glancing back, he saw the children were alone again, playing outside. He magic’d the stone in his hand into the air in front of Jessia. She cried out in delight, snatching the stone from the air. Preem walked on.
Once free of the houses, he veered toward the River Wan, where he found a quiet place to sit. He rested his back against a willow tree that dipped its branches into the swift-running waters in front of him. The air smelled of flowers, not too strong, just a pleasant background scent. Soon after settling down, he could pick out the chirps of the insects as they called to each other. No matter what the political turmoil of humans, the birds and insects carried on their lives. For the umpteenth time, he wished his life was as simple as a bee’s.
While he awaited sundown, Preem rested his tarner across his lap and willed his mind into the darkness of the d’dec hidden in the tarner’s top knob. From here, he controlled the d’sur ripples that flowed from that d’dec. He created various shimmering spearpoints that could penetrate any magic shield. The shimmering spearpoint was one of the two signature skills that marked him as a grand wizard. For more than a year, he had worked to perfect it.
While practicing, Preem thought to himself about finding a boy before reaching the Barrens. What he hadn’t said to the elder was that without an apprentice, magic could die in Otanic. He desperately needed a boy to continue after him in case that mysterious d’dec killed him.
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three
Hirin’s Plans 


Brodia moved her red wizard, completing the trap she’d started four moves ago. All morning she talked to different nanuj players across the river, sowing the seeds of Hirin’s strong play. But that didn’t mean she was about to let him beat her; not even once. Now it was late afternoon and time to get her plans moving in the right direction. “You still got those eight crowns?” 
“Yeah,” Hirin said. He propped his head on his strong fists while his brown eyes studied the position. His forehead wrinkled while his eyes darted about the board, looking for the move that would save him.
She smiled when his frown finally faded away. The big lug looked fit to burst as he realized he would lose yet another game of nanuj to her. “Three moves,” she said smugly. “I’ll have your wizard in three more moves.” Her green eyes flashed with excitement. The drudgery of farm life had worn her down beyond her seventeen years. Playing nanuj was the one thing that still thrilled her.
He banged his fist on his knee. “Damn it, Brodia. I came here to see you on your birthday. Why do you enjoy humiliating me? I thought that one last time I could win. I should have known better.”
She was surprised by his anger. He never cared much in the past. “Why plays me then if you’re worried about losing?” She almost missed his other comment. “Are you going somewhere?” Fear gripped her. It was part of her plan, but what if he left without her? Then she remembered her father’s threats to sell her. “Have you been talking to father?”
“No,” he said. “The Wizard’s going to have a meeting tonight to pick an apprentice. He’s asked me to be there. Me, Brodia. He asked for me by name.”
Relieved to hear Hirin wasn’t part of her father’s plans, she smiled. “So, Sarn the Sage wants you to be his apprentice?”
“Isn’t that great! What do you say to me being a real wizard?” He sat upright, the nanuj game forgotten. Then he reached over to take his white wizard off the board, conceding defeat.
A sense of melancholy came over her. Hirin was having the adventure while she was scared that her chances would pass her by again. Still, it was the best news, though she couldn’t let him get bigheaded about it. “Good luck is what I’d says. You’ll makes a great wizard’s apprentice.”
“You really think so!”
“Of course. Slows and not so good at nanuj.” She giggled. “You’ll makes a great wizard.”
And Hirin smiled too. “I walked into that.”
She helped set up the pieces for another game. However, her plans for Hirin and her father’s plans for her had her mind in knots. Neither of them played a good match. Eventually, she won an advantage, more by luck than by strategy.
Pushing her plans, she asked, “What’s life like as a wizard? What wife woulds you have? You wants her to be a good friend too.” Studying his face, she hoped for a warm reaction.
But Hirin continued to study the board. “You said yesterday you liked me only as a friend. We’ll still be friends. Just think you’ll have a wizard as a friend.”
“Slowness, I said I didn’t wants to be a farmer’s wife. Yet a wizard’s wife is ... is.” She couldn’t find the words.
“But I’ve never heard of a wizard’s wife,” he said.
“Whenever did you visits a wizard in his home?” Hirin shrugged. It was true; she’d never heard of a wizard’s wife either. She saw a weakness in her plan. She could throw herself at Hirin’s mercy, but her pride held her back. A stubbornness turned her mind black. She resolved to shake up her friend until he begged her to marry him. “When is this meeting, then?”
“One hand after sundown.”
“I can go to this meeting too,” she said, punching his arm. “Then, he’ll picks me instead, and you can be my husband.” It was a silly idea, but then again, why not?
“Don’t be crazy. The king’s forbidden girls from becoming wizards,” Hirin said with a shake of his head. “And who’s ever heard of a woman wizard, anyway?”
His quick dismissal annoyed her, even if it was true. She tugged on her ear as she said, “Well then, I’ll go and asks Sarn the Sage why a woman can’t be a wizard too.”
“Brodia, don’t do it. If they catch you at the meeting, they’ll whip you.”
“They won’t catch me, Slowness.” But her plans were fading like the morning mists. She would have to try something different. Hirin was like a plank of wood, unbendable and too dense to know what was best for him.
Hirin went back to studying the board while she lifted her head to check on the chickens scratching about the yard. As her mind wandered, she thought more about being a wizard’s wife. Marrying apprentice Hirin would be the adventure she desperately craved. She may have been joking about going into the apprentice search meeting, but she should at least be nearby when Sarn the Sage picked him. Somehow, she needed to push the wizards into choosing Hirin. She could talk to the grand wizard, tell him how good Hirin was. Something, anything, to get what she craved.
Ever since the day she first saw father hit Ma, she wanted more from life than being a farmer’s wife. And since the day he nettle whipped her, she’d learned to keep out of his lecherous reach. Life had convinced her that the Gods would only help her if she made the push to get Hirin picked by Sarn the Sage.
The shadow of the hen coop stretched across the yard as the day’s end drew near. She glanced at the nanuj board while Hirin continued his examination, but she saw his position was hopeless already. She let her attention drop back to the game; if nothing else, she could thump him one last time at nanuj.
“Come on, Slowness,” she said. She couldn’t keep the exasperation out of her voice. Hirin probably thought she was frustrated with his play rather than the unfairness of her life. “You’re in a losing position anyways.”
Hirin reached to move a piece. Just then, the chickens took to squawking. Gazing past his shoulder, she stiffened. Crossing the yard, her father came with shoulders slumped. The day’s exertion had plastered his gray-streaked hair to his head.
Trag followed close on the heels of his master, with his long brown tail swaying back and forth while his pink tongue hung over his aging, yellow teeth. Trag ignored the flapping hens that scattered before him. They were far below his imperious concern.
The red-brown dust of the land covered her father’s body, making his bare arms appear furry like Trag’s body. It even dusted his thick mustache. She hated the way the soil dominated their lives.
Brodia jumped up to draw a jug of water from the pump near the kitchen door. Her father approached the table, so Hirin made room for him to sit on the bench. Filling the jug, she glanced over at the table. Her father flopped down and shoved the nanuj board aside, jostling the pieces, so most of them fell over.
“Good afternoon, Farmer Raffun,” Hirin said respectfully. He looked pleased as he pulled playfully on Trag’s long ears. So he should be; her father had destroyed his losing position in the game.
She brought over the jug of water and a large clay mug. Standing by the table, she filled the mug and set it before her father. He swallowed the entire cup of water in a single draft. She sloshed more water into the mug before watching him drink it again in a single pull. She refilled the mug again, knowing he never said a word before gulping down at least three cups.
“You here to marries my daughter or plays childish games?” her father asked, leaving the filled mug waiting in front of him. Biting her lower lip in hope, she looked at Hirin, who was staring at the nanuj board.
“I ... er ... I had wanted to marry her.” Hirin looked anxious.
“What do you says, Brodia?” Her father quaffed the third mug before adding, “Will you marries this young squirt? He seems likes a good young man.”
“His name’s Hirin,” she said. “Maybe he’ll asks me after the wizard picks him to be an apprentice,” she added in what she trusted was an alluring tone.
“Ha! You wants to be a wizard?” Brodia’s father said to Hirin. “It sounds likes you’re too much the fool,” her father paused. “Have you even poked my daughter once?” The question mortified Brodia, and she saw the color fill Hirin’s face as he shook his head. Leaning toward Hirin as if revealing a secret, her father said, “That’s all she’s good for.”
She waited for Hirin to defend her honor, but he was mute. “You should knows,” she said, sneering at father. A dark feeling twisted her into wanting to make this worse.
Father intended that his backhand swipe would strike her cheek, but she expected it, quickly pulling her head out of the line of his attack. Father relaxed when his blow hit nothing but air. “Wizards are an insult to the Gods,” he said. “If the Gods wanted magic, we’d all be flying through the air. It goes against the natural laws of life. Any women associated with wizards are abominations.”
“Brodia’s a good woman,” Hirin said. “She’s not any kind of an abomination.”
She smiled at Hirin. “There, you sees. Hirin’s going to become a wizard, and I’m going to marries him.” She spoke quickly, searching Hirin’s face for a nod or a smile of agreement. Hirin’s lack of reaction saddened her deeply, but she would not show it.
Her father stared at Hirin for a second. “You’re a fool.” he flicked his fingers, dismissing Hirin.
[image: image-placeholder]Hirin slumped away while her father twisted around to sit astride the bench and stare into her eyes. She glared back, frustrated that once again Hirin had dodged her attempts to snare him.
“So, he was your big hopes for a marriage contract?” father said. She felt terrible and almost nodded, but it would be an admission of defeat, so she just stared at the jug, calming her mind. “The boy’s gots no backbone. Not that I care; six crowns is six crowns. You gots another day to catch him in your web. I’m going to enjoy watching you try.”
“There are other boys, and you don’t knows about the girls that wants me too.”
“Still needs a marriage contract, boy or girl makes no difference. Can’t sees where a girl can get six crowns from, though.” It was true. The girl she liked had no money. Boys could buy a husband, but girls didn’t have the money to buy a wife.
“I haves other boys interested,” she lied. In truth, she had none. Until yesterday that was fine with her. She wanted none of them anyway.
Father shook his head, not believing her either. “You knows why no boy wants to marries you?” he asked.
“I’m sure you’re going to tells me.” She shuffled a half step back, wanting to make a fight of it.
“Don’t sass me, girl; you’re not too old or too feminine to be spared a good thrashing,” he said. “You got all these airs, acting as if you know so much. But you’re a woman. Men won’t listens to your ideas, anyway. You should knows your place.”
When he was her hero he told her to chase her dreams, now he only destroyed them. “I’ve got enough common sense to knows I don’t wants to be some farmer’s wife.” She crossed her left arm under her breasts while her right hand tugged at her ear. 
Her father stared at her for a minute. She waited, prepared for the explosion. Then his face relaxed, and he pointed to the bench on the other side of the table.
“Sit.” He took a deep breath. Disappointed, she sat. Nothing she did was going the way she wanted today despite it being her birthday. “Brodia, you’re my only daughter, and I wants what’s best for you,” he lied. His change in tone surprised her. “But you knows you’re not the prettiest flower in the garden. In truth, you looks more like a boy than a girl.”
She didn’t show how much his words hurt. “Do you haves doubts then,” she said, leaning forward to sneer at him. “Doubts about me being a girl?”
“Don’t push me. I’ll knocks you into tomorrow!”
“You’re too slow.” She waited again for the explosion – hoping. But after a few seconds, he got himself back under control.
“What I’m saying is, you don’t have many choices or chances. A part of me hopes you gets a marriage contract while another part of me wants to sees the Brotherhood teach you some manners.”
“I still gots chances to rid myself of you and your plans,” she snapped back. It would be harder, but she could still get Hirin to pay for a contract. She just had to be smarter.
“Are you going to run? I still hopes so.” Father paused as if in thought. “I should let ’em takes you now.”
“I gots a day. I’ll destroys your plan.”
“I’ll win no matter what. Three crowns from the Brotherhood, or six from another man or woman. Either way, tomorrow I’ll be rids of your mouth.” He stood quickly. She leaped up and easily moved back out of his reach. But this time, he smiled. “And the way you’re dressed, I think it’ll be the Brotherhood. You’re too dumb to wears a dress to attract someone else.” He trudged over to wash up at the pump.
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia stormed into the house. Her sketchy plans with Hirin in tatters.
Ma was waiting for help cooking the chicken livers Brodia bought yesterday. The kitchen was warm, filled with the comforting smell of bread baking in the oven beside the fire pit. The years had worn smooth the rough stone floor around the hearth. After years of scrubbing, she knew every crack and chip in each slab of charcoal-gray stone. Tonight could be the last time she ate in this kitchen. The last time she looked at this floor that had been her nightmare for years. A strange melancholy came over her, followed shortly by a resolve to beat father. This kitchen was part of his kingdom, not hers.
“What did your Pa say?” Ma asked as she fussed around the kitchen while eleven-year-old Ipin watched from the table.
Not wanting Ipin to hear about her broken dreams with Hirin, Brodia said, “He thinks I should wears a dress more often, but I prefer pants; besides, all my dresses are rags.”
“Nonsense. The yellow dress with green trim looks good on you.”
“It’s ratty, Ma. Got tears in the bodice, the hem’s frayed, and it’s got dust ground into it.” She hated all her dresses, mostly because they made her look as poor as the family was. “But I’ll wears it tomorrow if it will please you, Ma.”
“Good. It’s still your best dress, hon. It’ll make your Pa happy to see you in it. Now, I need you to cook dinner.”
Brodia went to get the food from the cold pantry. Passing the table, she reached over to tussle Ipin’s hair, but he ducked his head in time. Was that the last time for doing that, she thought. Then banned those kinds of thoughts; she needed a clear head tonight.
She began frying the chicken livers in the skillet over the fire pit. Ipin prepared the carrots and potatoes for the pot while the meat sizzled in the blackened skillet. Brodia thought about Hirin as a husband. She could never tell him the truth about father. “What’s a fair price for a marriage contract?” she asked Ma.
“Oh, five crowns. Anything less means they don’t respect you. Anything more is a sure sign that they care about you.”
“What would you says to six crowns?”
“I’d say that was generous. Six crowns would make an enormous difference to us.” 
If she did marry Hirin, what would he give her as the token of their contract? Would a wizard’s apprentice be rich? “Can you imagine what marriage token a wizard would give his wife?” she asked Ma.
“Nothing, I would imagine,” Ma replied. “Wizard’s may be protectors of Vosj’s fourth kingdom, but the life of a wizard’s wife would be short. Especially the Crusher’s wife. Just touching him will wither your hand to a black stump.”
“That can’t be true,” Brodia said. “I’d see lots of people with withered hands then. He’s just a man. He pees standing up.” Ipin smirked from the table.
“Don’t be crude, dear,” Ma said. “They’re not human like you or me. They got no time for honest folk like us.”
“Alright, Ma.” Brodia turned back to the livers, thinking the matter was closed. 
However, Ma said, “Ipin, be a good boy and get a couple of eggs.” Ipin complained in a whiny voice that it was Brodia’s job. “Hush, now. Do as your Ma tells you.”
Ipin got up to traipse outside, carrying the small basket Brodia used to collect the eggs. She guessed that a motherly talk was in the offing.
“You’re seventeen,” Ma said once they were alone. “It’s time ... you can’t stay here forever.”
“Ahh, Ma! What if the man paying the contract is mean?”
“I’m sure there’s a boy in Widemouth who isn’t mean. I’ve seen how that boy Hirin looks at you.”
“I know, Ma. Yet these things are so unfair. Why can’t I choose my husband? Why can’t I have something better than someone with clumsy hands? I want unknowns. I want to walks among the trees, smells the spring buds, and runs my fingers through the uncurled ferns.”
She used a long fork to move around the sizzling livers in the pan that swung under the spit. “Oh, I wants kids, Ma, ... maybe, ... eventually. But how can you knows what’s in a man’s mind when they don’t knows themselves. If one of ’em ever strikes me, I’ll kill him. What kind of a mother is that? It’s so unfair; all we gets is having children for a man with no feelings. Men don’t pays no attention to their wives.”
“And who pays attention to a woman too old to attract a strong young man?” Ma asked. “Hirin looks like a decent boy. Not one to hit his wife.”
“Alright,” Brodia said impatiently.
“You sound like one of those Fourth Daughters,” Ma said. “You didn’t go and do a foolish thing like joining them, did you?”
“No, I didn’t join them. They can’t help me anyway, just a bunch of women saying the marriage contract is unfair. They don’t do anything to stop it.”
Ma came over to put her arm around Brodia’s shoulder. “Your Pa is up to something; I can feel it. You need to get away from here before he does something we both will hate.” Brodia glanced at her Ma. Should she tell her what father was planning? Brodia never mentioned the times when father hurt her, thinking it would only make more trouble. “A man can sell his daughter; it’s the law,” Ma added. “And once she’s married, she’s free of her father. But remember, hon. Even a husband can sell his wife until he consummates the marriage. Only then are we safe under the law.” 
“Really, Ma,” Brodia said, checking to ensure Ipin hadn’t returned yet, “you know a word like consummate?”
“I was good in school until your Pa paid the marriage contract,” Ma said proudly. “Then I had to give up my hopes.”
Brodia was surprised to hear that Ma had dreams too. “So, how much did father pay? And was his marriage token worth much?”
Ma pulled out an old wooden spoon and laughed. “Four crowns was all that he paid.”
Brodia laughed with her Ma. “He wasn’t much of a romantic.”
“He’s a farmer, hon.” Ma leaned over to smell the frying livers, giving an approving nod. “Now, bring me your yellow dress after dinner. I’ll sew the tears.”
“Thanks, Ma.” She leaned over to kiss her mother. Once Ma had gone back to the kitchen table, Brodia mumbled to herself. “I can never trust a man again, but when the wizard picks Hirin, then I’ll makes damn sure Hirin picks me.”
Ipin returned two minutes later with the eggs and retook his seat at the kitchen table. Knowing it annoyed him, Brodia rubbed the top of his head one last time.
As she ate dinner later, she enjoyed the chicken livers. It was a victory over father, if only the small victory of a delay. She thought again about that wizard’s meeting tonight. It would be exciting to see the wizards. The Bone Crusher must be a sight to see. I should be there when Sarn picks Hirin. Then if Hirin doesn’t want me, I’ll ... She didn’t want to think of that possibility.
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four
Deadly Lies


Yarin surveyed the cultivated fields with the earthy smell he detested. Nothing resembled a town or village, but he saw two farms, half a league apart. It was three days since he last ate, and the last stream he drank from was a day’s journey behind him. His escape from the Arrox left his clothes in tatters, but he was still alive. 
And now, he’d finally reached the end of the forested western foothills. In his pocket, he felt the two d’decs, one for himself and another for his master, Count Quon, the secretive grand wizard of Harpin. The count ordered him to take them from the Valley of Towers. He had risked his life to do so. Those Arrox would have killed him if he hadn’t plunged over that waterfall in the Barrens.
Yarin stared at the two farmhouses. The one to the south had someone working in the fields; the other farm was quiet. He needed food and water, plus he lost his money escaping those damn Arrox.
Stealing was never going to be a concern for a street orphan like him. If he wanted it, he took it. If it meant his survival, he considered it his right, even duty, to take it, and like the beggar he used to be, he could be stealthy.
He avoided the worker in the fields to the south. Instead, he crossed the pasture to the quiet farmhouse that needed painting. The barn showed signs of recent repair. It was empty. Pity, he could use a horse too. The family had left the door into the kitchen unlocked. He slipped in soundlessly. 
The house was cheaply made with a stone floor that had no flat areas and dingy yellow walls in need of patching. Yarin was a graduate of the streets of Harpin City, but he’d seen the immaculate walls of the Count’s estates at Broditch. Everything he’d seen since seemed paltry in comparison.
He listened, holding his breath, but heard nothing. Still, he tiptoed, just in case. He filled a cloth bag with a loaf of bread, cheese, dried meat, and apples from the pantry in the kitchen.
Chewing on a hunk of bread, he searched through the kitchen drawers, taking two knives plus three crowns worth of coins. In the sitting room, he found another cache of four silver crowns. He didn’t leave any behind.
Yarin needed clothes to replace his rags. He slowly climbed the stairs listening for any sounds to warn him someone was home. Again, nothing. Opening the first door, he found a small room with a little bed. It was a child’s room. He’d find no clothes to fit him here. The second door he opened led to a surprise. The small girl inside sat up. She wore a light-pink nightshirt, and her sudden scream hurt his ears.
He rushed across the gap to her bed to slap her into silence. The girl looked ten or eleven and terrified.
Yarin spoke around the piece of bread he was still chewing, “Why are you in bed and not working?”
“I felt sick this morning. My Ma said I could stay in bed.”
“Are you sick? Or did you lie to your Ma?” he said. “Don’t lie to me, little girl.”
“No.” She was crying. Yarin looked down at her lying in her bed. “Please don’t hurt me, sir,” she whined. Her young voice opened an old memory. On the streets of Harpin City, his young friend Abria said the same words to a city guard that stood over her. That guard grabbed his little friend, and he never saw her again. He should have helped Abria that day, but he didn’t. The memory brought guilt plus anger. This girl had advantages he never had while living on the streets of Harpin City. A part of him hated her for that privilege and hated her for reminding him about Abria and his own failure. He pulled off the bed covers. 
“Please, sir,” she squeaked.
Yarin pushed her down on the bed, pulling out her pillow to stuff it over her face. She kicked and flailed her hands. Harder and harder he pushed. When her hand ran its nails across his cheek, he reached up to block it. One of her feet got loose to kick him in a painful place.
The little girl ran for the door when he stood to recover his breath. Ignoring the pain, he grabbed her, throwing her back on the bed. No pillow this time; he closed his hands around her throat, squeezing. Clasping his wrists in a futile effort to free herself, she kicked out randomly. He kept himself protected. Her light-brown eyes swelled. He stared into them, fascinated by how they bulged and darted about, looking for an escape.
Yarin watched those eyes, the pupils widening, tiny red dots appearing in the whites. Her eyes focused on him. Then the focus changed. She gazed through him as her hands fell to her sides. He squeezed harder, trying to crush the bones in her little neck. He knew it took longer to kill someone. Then, shaking her, he searched for any other reaction in her eyes. None came, so he released the dead body.
Staring at the girl’s still form, he felt the pain from the scratches to his face and her lucky kick. He punched her hard, twice in the face, crushing her blanched cheek. Then he walked out to search through the third bedroom.
The little girl’s father was shorter than he was, but then, so were most people. He stuffed a pair of pants into the food sack anyway, along with a couple of shirts. He was hurrying now, not wanting anyone catching him in the house with a dead girl.
Returning to the girl’s room, he picked up the limp body. With the sack tossed over one shoulder and the girl tucked under his arm, he walked out of her bedroom. The girl’s lolling head crashed into the door frame. He laughed. Swinging her, he banged her head into the door frame again, admiring the dull sound it made. He was euphoric over the first person he’d killed in two years.
It was also dangerous to delay his escape. So, he walked across the yard to the barn. After stuffing the girl’s body under the loose hay, he hurried back to the forest. With luck, the farmer would waste time searching for his daughter. By then, he would be far away.
Until the sun could drop behind the horizon, he walked toward the mountains, chewing on some dried meat. That night he risked a small fire beside a trickling stream and had a full meal for the first time in more than a week. 
From the twigs he’d collected for kindling, Yarin selected one that was straightish. Using one of the farmer’s knives, he scrapped the twig of any remaining bark and side twigs. He split the end to push in his d’dec. Then he wrapped some string around the tip to hold it in place. It was a crude wand, appropriate for a street urchin like him.
Yarin practiced his magic. When he left the Broditch estates, he could create a magical blocker that was barely strong enough to move a small stone. Count Quon, his Zenii, assured him that he would become stronger and faster with practice. He did Zenii’s exercises for a while until his mind began to hurt. He stopped working and stretched out his long frame beside the fire while considering his options. Zenii, had instructed him to return north to Harpin once he had the d’decs. Yet that girl’s fading eyes had awoken something in him. It gave him a warm feeling; a thrill that reached the pit of his stomach. It was better than sex.
Should he delay his return by a week or two so he could watch more dying eyes?
He leaned back against a silver-barked tree and closed his eyes. Follow orders or urges? Would Zenii even know if I delayed my return by a few weeks? Besides, Quon’s first apprentice, Lihan, the Gray Wizard, was a poor teacher. Finally, he opened his eyes; tomorrow, he’d go south, keeping close to the foothills of the Western Mountains.
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five
The Wizard’s Decision 


Brodia relaxed at the kitchen table, scratching an itch at the back of her neck. The evening meal was over. Now she watched Ma lay out her yellow dress to begin sewing. It was dark outside, and she was eager to get going. “Ma, can I go for a walk?” 
She got the typical answer. “Of course, dear. Take Ipin with you?” But she was ready.
“Oh no, Ma.” She stood by her mother’s head and whispered, “I goes to finds Hirin.”
“Ohh, go ahead. Good luck, dear,” her mother said, then added, “Ipin, you stay here with me.” Brodia grabbed her pear-green beret with the two ribbons on the side. “Remember the curfew, dear,” Ma reminded her. “Be home before three hands.”
“I knows, Ma. Two girls get murdered at night; now no women can be out past three hands.” The recent rule was annoying.
“It’s reasonable, honey. The rule is to keep us safe.”
“The rule is to make it seem as if they care, but they don’t. Otherwise, they’d find the killer or put the curfew on the men.”
She slipped out the kitchen door. She had a pang of guilt about saying she was going to Hirin, but she wasn’t really lying. She would be going to the same place as Hirin. Her biggest problem was getting into the village without meeting any Daffodils.
To start, she walked across the farmyard to the henhouse as if she were going to collect some eggs. The sky was clear, with Prepio high above, bathing the land in a colorless light and long summer-evening-like shadows. Brodia stopped at the chicken coop, squatting in its shadows, letting her eyes adjust to the dark before looking around.
After a few minutes, she caught sight of a flash of gray in the bushes, the moonlight washed out the color, but she was sure it was pale-yellow. They had placed themselves to catch her if she tried to go toward River Forks. The Daffodils didn’t know the farm like she did. She eased her way in a crouch to the barn before using its shadows to slip into some bushes. From there, she moved around the edge of a wheat field, keeping away from the road.
Repeating the same movement around the following three fields, she soon reached the banks of the River Wan. Across the river, the bell in the meeting hall’s belfry began clanging in its distinctive pitch. It was calling the boys to the meeting. She was running out of time and hurried downriver to the stone bridge. Crouching in the bridge’s shadows, she studied the road and was happy to see no movement or gray flashes in the bushes.
She rushed over the bridge and into the village. Past the first house, a figure slipped out of the shadows, blocking her way.
“What’s the hurry, little thing?” the man said. The paleness of his smock caught Prepio’s moonlight.
With little point in running, Brodia walked up to him. “None of your business.” She moved to go around him, but he blocked her way with an arm.
“You’re farmer Vanook Raffun’s daughter,” he said. She tried to go around the other side, but he blocked her again. “Your Pa promised you to us.”
She looked around for help. They were alone. “I gots another day.” She hadn’t given up on Hirin and had to get to the wizard’s meeting. She pushed past his arm. The Daffodil was too strong, pulling her into his grasp. She squirmed to get away, but he held her tight. “Get off,” she snarled.
“You aren’t married, so maybe we won’t wait till tomorrow. We can take you now.” Brodia put her hands on his chest to push him off. He pulled her closer. “I can take you here to consummate the marriage. We’ll just pay your Pa another crown.” She continued to twist to break his grip. “Though you aren’t worth more than an extra eighth.”
“Damn you!”
“Let’s see if you have any illegal knives on you.” Wrapping an arm around her back, he felt between her legs with his free hand. Her head reached his chin, so she butted him hard. “Bitch!” The Daffodil staggered back a step. “You’re in trouble now, bitch.” He wiped the blood from his chin. “You just broke the law.”
Brodia stepped around him. “You’re not hurt that bad, you fool.” She was past him when she felt him grab her shoulder. She snatched off her beret and twisted to face him. A quick slash across his eyes with her beret loosened his grip. Then she ran away into the shadows between two houses and toward the sound of the bell.
She dodged around the houses, through the deserted market, and onto the village square. She ran for the old oak slipping around the opposite side, out of sight. Calming her breathing, she listened for her pursuer but only heard the bell’s tolling. Brodia relaxed a little.
Soon after, she heard someone walking across the square. Brodia stole a glance; it was Hirin, making for the Meeting Hall. C’mon, Slowness, she thought. We needs you to be sharp tonight.
She stayed by the old oak, leaning into its shadows as the bell fell silent. With luck, she’d catch a glimpse of Grand Wizard Sarn himself. Maybe she could risk stopping him to tell him about how smart Hirin was. She imagined Sarn as a tall older man, steeped in wisdom, carrying a long mastyon and wearing the wizards’ signature tall hat. Sarn the Sage would be with his apprentice plus other strangers. Later there would be a bonfire with a party.
Brodia looked around but saw no preparations for a village fire. Soon the square was quiet. She guessed all the boys between the ages of fourteen and eighteen were now in the Meeting Hall. The Daffodil was nowhere in sight. Still, she remained in the shadows, hoping the wizard would pick Hirin, so she could become Hirin’s wife.
Then another boy came striding from the northern edge of the square. He got closer, and she saw it was a man with a walking stick that he didn’t seem to use despite having a slight limp. She wondered who he might be. A wave of nausea swept over her as he approached. It was the same sickness from yesterday. As she gazed at the short man, the wooziness strengthened. Fearful, she pushed back, trying to hide in the tree’s rough bark.
Striding across the square’s corner, he glanced at her. It was like he could look into her very soul. She wanted to vomit. Then he continued up to the doors. Prepio’s moonlight washed out any colors; was his coat the same gray she saw yesterday? Only after he was out of sight did Brodia realize she was holding her breath. Could this unimpressive man be Grand Wizard Sarn? He was not what she expected. Then she remembered he carried a walking stick; that must have been his tarner, so he had no mastyon. 
He wasn’t a grand wizard at all, just a journeyman wizard. Even his hat was wrong; it flopped over to the side. It had to be Preem the Crusher. She wondered what kind of magic he would reveal. This was the man they said once crushed a living man’s bones. She crept to the doors, curious to see if he could do much magic. The doors were slightly ajar, allowing her to peer in and see the man limping to the stage.
She couldn’t wait here where that Daffodil would find her. Pushing her black hair under her beret, she slipped into the dimly lit meeting room. She sidled along the back wall into a corner, confident that the shadows there concealed her. The king’s edicts be damned.
[image: image-placeholder]The history books often talked about these apprentice meetings. They were a time of mystery for people. How did the wizard pick his next apprentice? She heard they had to be smart, but what else was he looking for? The stories were clear enough; it changed the life of any boy selected; they would be famous throughout the land.
Hidden in the corner, she watched nervously, her heart beating faster than when she was chasing the rooster for fun. The boys sat on the front two rows of the rough-hewn wooden benches. The man watched the audience from the stage, holding his tarner in his left hand. The two-foot-high platform made him more impressive, but that hat made him look silly. The light from the candles illuminated the dust that hung in the air, filling the room with murky shadows that made her more nervous.
The wizard’s hat’s wide brim kept his face in shadow. She stared into that darkness, and two eyes beamed out. Her nervousness turned into fear. She shouldn’t be there, but then she couldn’t leave. Those eyes shriveled her soul.
He scanned the front rows while he announced, “I am Wizard Preem. My master, Grand Wizard Sarn, has gone to the Barrens, leaving me to find an apprentice.” His voice was strong, compelling.
Brodia found herself rooted to the spot in the back corner, like a rabbit frozen by a fox. The wizard’s tone commanded her attention. Yet she also found a soothing element to his voice, calming her fears.
“Tonight, I seek a novice. And in time, that novice may become an apprentice,” he said. “Life will be hard. I’ll train the candidate every day. We will walk about this kingdom, providing help wherever anyone needs it. The apprentice will go hungry, sleepless, cold in the winter and hot in the summer.”
Wizard Preem’s eyes scanned the boys. They even found her for a heartbeat, where she thought he couldn’t see her. That briefest eye contact chilled her. She had to brace her knees before they turned to porridge.
“That apprentice has a duty to King Attim, to protect the fourth kingdom from all invaders. To lay down his life if need be.” He paused a moment. “Anyone not interested should leave.”
The boys mumbled among themselves, but no one stood. Here was her chance to slide back out, but she didn’t dare move.
“Very well,” Preem said after many heartbeats. “Now, I demand your full attention while I demonstrate my wizarding skills.”
At last, this was what she wanted. A deep hush fell over the room. The wizard stretched out his arms. In his left hand, he held the tarner. He made a simple gesture with his empty right hand, and nausea hit her hard once again. This time she realized it came from his head. The candles on the middle stand snuffed out, deepening the shadows.
“Hats off.”
Making another gesture with his free hand, the boys’ hats in the first row jumped off their heads. Then the caps in the second row. Brodia clamped a hand over her beret, not wanting her long hair revealed. Something tried to lift her hat. It didn’t come from Preem’s head, but the dizziness streamed from under his hat as if controlling the power.
The wizard’s eyes shone brighter as he studied her. She had to force her gaze away for fear he would discover her true identity. Her heart thumped so loud she knew he heard it while she clasped her hands over her head to keep them from shaking.
When she peeked back, he was gesturing again. He raised his right hand as the middle candlestand rose. It hung in the air above the floor. The boys let out a gasp of delight while she did her best not to throw up.
She’d seen two strong men struggle to move one of these old candlestands. Yet Wizard Preem controlled it like a sack of bird’s feathers. He lowered his hand; the stand settled back to the floor. The raw power this man possessed enthralled her.
“Now,” Preem said, stretching out his two arms again. “What do I use to control this magic?”
Most of the boys pointed toward Preem’s open right hand; the rest pointed to his tarner. However, Brodia knew they were wrong; she had felt that giddiness coming from Preem’s head. Lost in the shadows, she didn’t think he could see her gesture, so she flicked her fingers toward her head. But his eyes quickly found and held her for two seconds before moving away.
“No novice from the village of Widemouth,” Preem said sharply. His eyes fell on her again, and she sensed that giddiness. He must be measuring her.
He knows! Gods save me; he knows!
She heard a collective sigh go up from the boys. After a short hesitation, they began moving toward the double doors. Here was her chance. She rushed across the back wall and raced outside ahead of the press of boys. Her fear drove her across the village square, glancing back to see if the ‘Bone Crusher’ followed.
On the opposite side of the square, she saw a cluster of chatting Daffodils. She hid from them, leaning her back against the oak tree, watching the boys fan out from the meeting hall. The hall’s double doors were open. Brodia imagined two eyes shining out across the square to stab a hole through her thumping heart. Calm yourself, she admonished, taking deep breaths.
Finally, the boys deserted the square, while the yellow-cloaked men remained between her oak and the elder’s house. If she revealed herself, they would catch and whip her for breaking the king’s edict. Or worse. 
She snatched off her beret, stuffing it into her pocket to let her hair hang down.
What were the wizard’s last words? ‘No novice from Widemouth.’  She was disappointed for Hirin and for her hopes of marrying a wizard’s apprentice. Still, perhaps it was for the best; she could never live with that feeling of being sick all the time. She couldn’t stay in the square any longer, but how could she make it back to the bridge without the Daffodils seeing her?
Then she saw a familiar heavyset figure, hunched over and meandering across the square toward the doors of the Meeting Hall.
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six
A Mysterious Boy


Preem sighed as the crestfallen boys slumped out of the meeting hall. The previous five villages were the same. Each involved a large room filled with boys eagerly watching his simple magic as if he were a traveling minstrel, there for their entertainment. Yet when it came to showing how he controlled the magic, they could not feel it. None of them showed any sign of the dizziness associated with sensing his control of the magical d’sur. 
Tonight, he paid particular attention to the boys in the front row, but like the other villages, they were more interested in the entertainment than understanding his magic. Though he expected disappointment, it was still painful. He was looking for one boy out of thousands scattered across Otanic. He sought that one special blade in a field of grass. He searched for a boy who could sense the magic and ultimately learn to control it.
Tonight had been a little different, though. A boy revealed a glimmer of understanding, but that boy was timid, hiding in the shadows at the back of the hall. He wasn’t the kind of boy Preem sought. His apprentice had to be someone with a daring spirit, at the very edge of arrogance. Plus, he sensed something else unusual about the boy, something that wasn’t right. 
The itch at the back of his neck was still there, leaving him with the conviction that he was missing something. But he had no idea what it was. He never did.
Preem checked the shadows at the back. However, that boy was gone along with any chance to talk to him. It was just as well, Preem decided. The boy was flawed in some way he couldn’t fully gauge. He would pass on this village and continue to the mountains.
With the hall silent, Preem floated himself down from the stage and trudged down the middle aisle. At the double doors, he used his mind to send two magical fists to snuff the candles on each side. The room fell into darkness as he passed outside.
Glancing around, he saw no boys from the meeting. The area in front of the Hall was deserted. Ahead, he saw a group of men, dressed in yellow, outside the elder’s house. He ambled across the village green, taking the time to put on a brave face at his sixth failure to find a novice. That itch at the back of his neck had given him hope this evening. Now, the sense that time was running out threatened to overwhelm him. Without an apprentice, could he risk trying to master the special d’dec? Without an apprentice, could he even hope to save the kingdom without that special d’dec?
He had only taken a few steps from the meeting hall when a stooped woman approached him. Something about her unsteady steps caught his attention. He stopped.
“You’re a wizard,” she mumbled and then sat down hard on the grass. “Help me.”
Squatting beside her, he ignored the awful smell. Her eyes were vacant, almost unseeing. He reached for her arm to help her up to guide her to a safer place. He could pick her up with magic but feared it would scare her.
“Hey, leaves her alone!” A young woman, dressed in pants, strode across the square like a vixen guarding her kits. “She’s none of your business; I’ll helps her.”
“I was going to guide her to a safer place,” he said, daring to glance at her face. The young woman’s almond eyes showed no fear of him. She couldn’t know who he was, which was pleasing.
“I’ll helps her, I said.”
Amused by the girl’s determination, he said, “We can both help the lady up. Do you know a place we can take her?” This young woman must be the kind that always helps others. He would have to be careful as they often became especially protective when he was around. He made sure to keep his eyes hidden by the brim of his hat.
The young lady stepped to the other side, and together, they helped the woman onto her feet. “Over there,” the girl said, pointing toward the market area. He helped guide the heavyset woman past the market stalls. “Kella’s been mad ever since her husband died,” she said by way of explaining things. “I helps her as best I can. I’m sorry about the smell.”
“I don’t mind. Life is never simple or clean.” The old woman moved slowly, forcing Preem to take short shuffling steps to keep his balance. “You must help all the people?” he asked across the top of the woman’s head. When the teenage girl turned to look at him, he quickly looked down to hide his eyes once again.
“I don’t helps everyone.” Her tone was sharp, as if he’d touched a raw nerve of hers. “Most don’t need no helps and can go to hell before I helps ’em.” Then she paused, and her tone softened. “But Missus Kella needs my helps, so I gives it.”
Preem smiled and went back to concentrating on supporting Missus Kella through the deserted market. When they reached a building by the River Forks Road, the girl eased the woman down. “Sits here, Kindness.”
With the beggar-woman sitting on the ground, he pulled out two silver crowns. “Can you give these to her, so she doesn’t lose them?”
The girl held out her hand as he dropped the two heavy coins into her palm. She glanced at them but handed them back with a shake of her head. “Do you haves smaller coins? People will robs her if they sees these silver crowns.” 
He nodded with a smile. So, she didn’t just help others but also thought about the person’s safety in the future. He fished around in his purse, pulling out several smaller coins. After counting out two crowns, he gave them to the girl. This time, their hands touched briefly; hers were rough and calloused. Here were the hands of an honest farmer’s daughter. He saw her push the coins into one of the beggar woman’s pockets. He took more coins from his purse. “And here’s a crown for you too, young lady. The Gods will protect you tonight for the goodness you have shown this old woman.”
“Thank you.” She took the four quarter-crowns and shoved them into the same pocket on the older woman’s dress. “Good night, Sir Wizard. It’s getting close to curfew. You aren’t so scary, you knows.” With that, she ran off into the dark along the River Forks Road.
So, she had recognized him, but she had been too worried about the madwoman to fear him. He gazed after her as she vanished into the night. Strange, he thought and then smiled to himself. He turned to go to the elder’s house. For once, a girl had lifted his spirits.
[image: image-placeholder]He walked back onto the village square. Ahead, he saw the group of men dressed in the yellow robes of the Brotherhood Against Wizardry. They were moving across the square heading for the River Forks Road. Preem and the Brotherhood never saw eye-to-eye on anything. In truth, he despised them not only for the conviction of their beliefs but for their clandestine methods. Now, their determined stride gave him concern for that girl’s safety.
From his tarner, Preem sent waves to “feel” what they concealed under their clothes. They all carried hidden daggers. One wore his blade in a dangerous place. It presented the perfect excuse he sought.
“Hey, you,” he called out to the Brother with the poorly placed knife. “If you’re not careful, that dagger of yours will cut off any chance of having children one day.” He laughed at the man in question.
Preem was pleased when the group stopped. The man reached under his robe to remove the dagger. The leader snarled something about minding his own concerns. Preem knew the Brotherhood could not let such an insult go unchallenged. So, he let it be an argument for several minutes, long enough for that girl to get far away.
After the Brotherhood members were gone, he thought about that two-edged blade the man had concealed. It was one of the strange things about that boy in the shadows. He had no hidden weapons. Plus, something else was missing. Preem couldn’t get a clear sense of what it was.
At the elder’s house, Rihap asked if he had found a novice.
“No. None of the boys qualified,” Preem said lightly. His spirits had been lifted in the walk from the Meeting Hall to the elder’s house despite the meeting’s failure. First, that young woman helping the old beggar woman. Then the encounter with the Brotherhood and the feeling that he had helped that young woman somehow.
“I’m glad to see you are not downtrodden by it. Let’s relax, so we can enjoy the dinner my husband has prepared.”
Preem relished the evening meal with the elder and his husband. After the roasted lamb, the housemaid served an enjoyable blend of mixed berries with some cream. With the start of summer, they had strawberries, blackberries, plus some sweet blueberries.
Throughout the meal, he listened raptly to stories of a young wizard named Sarn. The spirited elder had a marvelous memory for details. The elder’s husband, Letem, seemed as in awe of the elder’s stories as Preem was. It was a pleasure to see two people still so clearly in love. The tales themselves described a headstrong teenage apprentice. It reinforced with Preem that his apprentice had to be someone with a similar temperament.
After the leisurely meal, all three of them sat by the fireplace. The elder served some excellent Harpinian red wine with the baker’s sweetmeats.
“You know,” the Elder said, taking up the conversation about the meeting’s lack of success. “It took Wizard Sarn more than a year to find you. Clovermouth, right? On the southern coast?” Preem nodded. He had often wondered about his Zenii’s quest to find a second apprentice. Sarn was in his forties when he reached Preem’s remote village. “That’s the point,” Rihap added after a pause. “Few people are born with the ability.”
“This time, there’s an urgent need. I go to the Western Mountains and hope to have a novice accompany me there. If not, then when I return, I will go to Kefnu. I only had thirteen boys to look at tonight. My chances are better in the capital.”
“It’s normal to inspect the boys in the villages and towns before seeking an apprentice in Kefnu,” Rihap said. He took a long pull on his pipe. “You say there is an urgent need. Is this because of the rumors that the first kingdom may invade again?”
“Indeed. However, I lack the experience of Wizard Sarn. He was so magnificent in defeating Harpin last time. I remember reading all the stories in our history classes.” Preem took a deep breath as he reflected on those old stories. He must have been less than five when the last war happened. “Wizard Sarn was the hero that all of Otanic needed on that day. I fear that I will not live up to my Zenii’s reputation.”
“Maybe yes, maybe no,” Elder Rihap countered. “Did you know that Sarn considered the battle an utter failure on his part?” Preem stared at Rihap. He remembered that Zenii was reluctant to talk about the battle that day. Yet he knew that Zenii lost his first apprentice, a young boy who hadn’t reached journeyman level. The Elder continued, “The loss of Jastur weighed heavy on his conscience. When I told him he had avenged the boy’s death by killing the enemy wizard, he was mute on the subject. Did he kill the enemy wizard?”
Preem didn’t respond. The outcome of that wizard's battle was still a state secret. Sarn had cut down Harpin’s grand wizard, but nobody could find the body after the battle.
The silence continued for a minute before Rihap spoke again, “I see. It remains a secret.” Elder Rihap leaned back in his chair and took a couple of long pulls on his pipe before he changed the subject. “You said you inspected thirteen boys tonight, but I only sent twelve. That’s all the eligible boys from Widemouth.”
“I counted thirteen, Elder. There was one boy at the back in the shadows.” Preem mused, pleased to get off the subject of the enemy wizard. “Maybe he was from another village. I sensed something unusual about him.”
“I’ll ask around tomorrow after you’ve left. I wouldn’t want anyone breaking our laws. We have some good boys here, plus some that can get into mischief quick enough. Was he tall?” Preem shook his head. “Short then?” Preem thought for a moment. The shadow boy wasn’t tall, but neither could he be described as short for a fourteen-year-old, the minimum age for a search meeting. Preem shook his head again, and the elder went back to puffing on his pipe. “Any ideas, Let?”
The elder’s husband shook his head as well.
It was a mystery for the elder to resolve, Preem decided. He didn’t want to dwell any longer on the mystery, so he changed the subject. “And the boy, Hirin, was he in the meeting?”
“Yes, he’s eighteen, tall, wearing a green and blue doublet.”
Preem recalled seeing such a boy. “Blond hair, tied in a knot on top,” he said; it was a statement, not a question. “He sat in the front row. He didn’t have the ability I seek.” Preem scratched the itch at the back of his neck. “Is Hirin the most gifted youth at nanuj?”
“Just one other who is truly talented,” Letem said with a slight shake of his head, “but entirely inappropriate since they’re a girl.”
“Oh, I see,” Preem said. “Strange for a girl to be good at nanuj.”
“We don’t encourage it in the girls. What’s the point?” Elder Rihap said. “But Brodia taught herself and is now the best in the village.”
A strange thought came to Preem’s mind, but he dismissed it; that boy in the back couldn’t be a girl. Then he recalled the girl helping the old beggar. “How would I recognize this girl?”
“Not much to look at,” Rihap said. “However, she wears the same clothes as a boy. Sometimes it’s hard to say if she’s a boy or a girl.”
“Do you think that extra boy could be Brodia?” Letem asked.
It was what Preem thought. Yet what kind of a girl would risk getting whipped just to watch a wizard’s meeting? It made no sense. “Where does she live?”
“Across the river. At the first farmhouse by the road.”
Preem felt the full weight of frustration again. For the only potential candidate to be a girl left him with a sense of hopelessness. It was as if the Gods toyed with him. “I had hopes tonight, gentlemen. Now, they are squashed like eggs underfoot.”
“Patience, Wizard Preem. It isn’t easy to find what you seek.”
“Yes, of course. Tomorrow I must leave to make my way to the mountains. I do thank you for the kind-hearted hospitality you have both shown me.”
Preem bid his goodbyes and left their house to walk to the tavern. He would leave early to take the River Forks Road. The answer to his Zenii’s fate lay in those Barrens. He was certain of it.
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Remember Me?


She ran down the River Forks Road to the Wan River, only slowing after crossing the bridge. Brodia’s chest and throat were sore from gasping in the air. Had she been talking to the Bone Crusher? Had she touched his hand? He seemed so normal. Yet his eyes were so terrifying. 
She sat on the low stone wall outside her home that separated their garden from the road. The fresh early summer air helped her gather her breath and wits before she went inside. The last thing she needed at this time was another fight with father.
Now she was prepared to become a farmer’s wife. It was her last hope for avoiding the Daffodils. She’d had a taste of adventure. It wasn’t like the storybooks. If she never saw Wizard Preem and his eyes again, she would be happy.
Today Ma warned her about the young wizard called the Crusher. She said he was a mean one, had ripped countless people in half for no other reason than he didn’t like them. Of course, Ma didn’t know anyone who’d seen this with their own eyes, but the stories were everywhere. Brodia had tried to defend him, wanting him to pick Hirin as his new apprentice, but Ma kept calling him the Bone Crusher.
Then Brodia remembered that Ma was wrong about one thing. She said just touching the Crusher’s black hand would shrivel a person’s hand to a black stump. When Brodia had touched Preem’s hand, it was warm, not caustic. The stories in the schoolbooks told how the wizards protected the people from the Arrox, keeping the monsters deep in the Barrens where they couldn’t take any children.
Crossing her arms under her breasts, she rocked herself to calm her mind. She couldn’t decide what the wizard was. If he crushed people and tore them into pieces, why did he help Missus Kella? Years ago, she heard the story about the man he crushed to death in the Royal Palace. According to legend, it had been on the king’s balcony because the man was trying to kill the king. Did that make Preem evil? It was a terrible thing to do, but it was a good reason to do it; even if the king was a fool.
As she continued to rock herself, a hand clamped over her mouth from behind. The man was strong, dragging her backward off the wall. She tried to scream, but only a muffled gasp came out. Another man grabbed her legs. They carried her across the road and into the bushes. All the way, she wriggled and jerked to free herself from these strong men. It was hard to see much as she fought back; she only got flashes of grayish-yellow in the moonlight.
Once in the bushes, the one holding her legs dropped her. The other still held his hand over her mouth. They tied a piece of cloth around her mouth before tying her hands behind her back. One of them pushed her to the ground. Now she could see them better. Daffodils!
One of the bastards squatted beside her. “Hi again,” he said, his voice calm like he was greeting a newly introduced acquaintance. “Remember me? We met in the village tonight. You weren’t nice to me.” She swung her leg to kick him. He kicked her hard in her thigh, making her leg numb. Tears welled up at the pain. “I’m going to enjoy hurting you, bitch.”
After whispering together, the two men pulled her up. With one on each of her arms, they walked her along the road, away from the village and her home. Her leg wasn’t working yet, so they had to half-drag her along.
Brodia quickly lost track of time as she struggled between the two Daffodils. Slowly, the feeling came back in her left leg, so she was able to limp along. Past her farm, the areas alongside the road were too dark to see any details, though she knew well enough what was around her if she could get free.
“Here will do,” the one from the village said. They pulled her to the side of the road, pushing down on her shoulders to make her sit. She twisted to escape and was kicked again, this time behind her knees making her legs buckle. “Like I said, I’m going to enjoy hurting you,” the same Daffodil said.
Several minutes later, a larger group of Daffodils came along the road to join them. She guessed these were the men she’d seen earlier in the village square.
“Take off her gag,” the leader ordered once they were all sitting in the field behind the bushes. Someone untied her gag, allowing her to take in some deep breaths. She didn’t say anything, deciding to play docile until she got a better chance to run.
The group settled for the night without a campfire. She closed her eyes, pretending to be asleep. Whenever she opened them to peek around, she saw two men sitting there, watching her. She’d have to make a run for it in the morning.
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The Vixen


As he left the tavern, Preem glanced at the shingle above the door. The artist had captured the fox’s determination in her eyes. She would guard her pups with her life. That young woman had the same look last night; she would protect that old beggar from everything, even a grand wizard. What courage. 
Surely she was that mysterious boy at the back of his meeting. Not timid; but willing to risk a whipping to watch the meeting. Though he’d seen just a hint of understanding, just a hint that she could feel his magic, he wasn’t sure if he should even consider her. The rules against women were clear, so he felt bound to follow them.
Preem walked across the village square. The sun hadn’t fully risen yet, though the sky’s red glow to the east offered a chance for another warm day. As usual, the morning found an ache in his ankle, one that would only go away with some vigorous walking.
The market was empty except for two enterprising merchants setting up their stalls. As he walked through, he called out a good morning to both. Each quickly curtsied to him, mumbling a return salutation.
Over the stone hump-backed bridge he strode, leaving the village behind. His mind swirled like a butter churn as he tried to decide what to do about the girl who played nanuj. The itch at the back of his neck pestered him. It was a message. Finally, he decided to allow the Gods to choose; a higher authority than the king.
Along the road, his ankle loosened up, and he was able to stride along. Widemouth was a small village, supporting twenty farms at most. He should be in the forest within a hand or two at most. There was a chance to reach the coolness before the sun had brought on the full heat of a summer day. As he rounded a slow bend in the road, he saw a farmhouse come into view. The off-white color looked in need of fresh paint. So, this must be that farmgirl’s home. He looked in the farmyard behind the house but saw no activity.
Preem walked up to the door. Its dark green paint was peeling. Several flakes fluttered to the ground when he rapped hard on its wooden surface with his tarner. He stepped back to wait for someone to answer. A woman’s voice asked who it was. He didn’t answer; instead, he rapped once again.
The door opened a few inches as a middle-aged woman stared through the gap. When she saw him, she pulled open the door quickly and curtsied. All the color had drained from her face until it matched the whiteness of her apron.
“S … Sir Wizard,” she stumbled.
“Good day to you, ma’am,” Preem said kindly. “I have stopped to seek a young woman named Brodia. Does she live here? I have some questions I need to ask her.”
Suddenly the woman’s eyes took on that determined look he’d seen in the girl last night, the same look in that painting of the vixen protecting her kits. “She’s sleeping and not to be disturbed; she been sick for a few days now.”
“Does she wear boys’ clothes?” he asked. She only shook her head. He wondered about the elder’s words last night. Were they lying to him? He tried a different question, “Did she leave the house last night?”
“Like I said,” she replied, “Brodia is sick. She’s not been out for a while.”
Her nervous voice and aggressive words made Preem wonder if she was truthful. But then he sighed. The Gods had spoken; this girl was not what he sought.
“Pardon me, ma’am. Thank you for answering my questions.” He left the farmhouse, angry that he had wasted any of his precious time following the words of Elder Rihap. His stories of a girl who played nanuj and wore boys’ clothes had intrigued him. However, it was a fool’s errand, which made him the fool.
As he started walking along the road again, he said a prayer to Fortidad for better luck in the village of River Forks, two days away. The itch from this morning came back, but what did it mean?




[image: image-placeholder]
nine
A Good Whipping


Brodia woke to a gray morning sky and a man’s boot poking her backside. She rolled over to see the Daffodil grinning down at her. 
“Time to go,” he said.
She didn’t even remember when she fell asleep. She had tried to stay awake to catch them sleeping, but she fell into an exhausted sleep full of nightmares of a wizard’s eyes and a Daffodil’s hands whipping her.
Hopefully, today would present new chances for her to escape her father’s trap. “Where are you taking me?” she asked as she struggled to her feet with her hands tied behind her back. Her left leg still ached from being kicked the day before.
“You’ll see.” It was all he said in response as he took her arm to guide her back to the road where the other Daffodils gathered.
Now she could count the number of pale-yellow smocks. “Eight men to guard one girl. What are you afraid of?”
“Shut up, bitch. We’re not guarding you,” the leader said. “We’re going to River Forks and taking you with us.”
Well, now she knew where they were taking her. She grinned at the Daffodil, who wouldn’t answer her question. He scowled back.
The Daffodil’s set off along the road. Brodia saw the forest was nearby. They must have come much further last night than she guessed. They were more than a league from her farmhouse and further from Hirin’s farm.
The closer to the forest they got, the more nervous she became. Father had filled her with stories about the wolves that ruled the forest, eating any travelers, which must have been exaggerations. After all, people did travel between the villages. But surely, there was some truth to it. It was what stopped her from running away for the last year.
Once they entered the forest, the leader told the person at the front to move away from the road. She looked around for any wolves or bears, unsure how they looked precisely. When she tripped over a root because she wasn’t watching her steps, the leader told her not to expect any rescue because no one cared about one more girl.
“Are there wolves in the forest?” she asked, still searching for as far as she could see through the sparse forest of large oak and beech trees.
“Plenty here about, so you’d best stay close to us,” the leader said, with a short laugh that sounded more like a grunt. So, father was telling the truth, unlike when he lied about giving her two full days to find a husband. She hoped he choked to death on those three crowns.
They continued through the forest with the large trees and patches of blackberry bushes. Brodia made a point of embellishing her limp, slowing them all down. Soon she was near the back of the group, guarded by the same Daffodil she encountered in Widemouth.
“I didn’t consummate our marriage yesterday, but there’s still plenty of time,” he said to her too softly for the others to hear.
“I can’t wait,” Brodia said loud enough for them all to hear. “Getting poked by a little Daffodil would make my day complete.”
The man smacked her head. “Use that name again, and I’ll slap you into tomorrow.”
As she expected, the leader turned back. The lewd Daffodil looked apprehensive. “Don’t be making any plans, Brother,” the leader said. “She’ll fetch a better price as a virgin.”
“Yes, Captain.”
Despite her perilous situation, the exchange amused Brodia. Firstly they thought she was a virgin; she guessed father hadn’t told them. Secondly, did these fools think they were part of the military with their titles?
Brodia continued to limp along while the lewd brother guarded her. She slowed further, hoping to pull them back. She didn’t know how wide this forest was, but she sensed she didn’t want to leave it before they camped for the night. She was ready to risk the wolves or bears. If she got away, she would go south until she found the river. Then she’d go upriver until she reached Hirin’s farm. She moved slowly, knowing she had to get away before they whipped her or did something far worse.
“Look out, there’s a bear!” the lewd Daffodil said. 
When she turned to look, he pulled her behind an oak tree, before reaching for her breasts. With her hands tied behind her back, she couldn’t stop him. Then his hand reached between her legs, so she lifted her knee hard to fight him off. The Daffodil scrunched up as he yelled out. Seven Daffodils surrounded her in seconds while the eighth rolled in the dry leaves on the forest floor. 
“You give us no choice, you silly bitch,” the Captain said. “You hurt a man. Now you’re to get a good whipping. Get her ready, brothers.”
The words chilled her. She was helpless, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t resist. Two men held her arms as they cut her bonds to remove her jerkin. She screamed at them to leave her alone. Soon they had tied her hands around the trunk of a tree with her face buried in the rough bark. Someone tore open her shirt. She screamed again, trying to kick back at them. Another man snatched off her beret and threw it on the forest floor.
“Get me a switch,” the leader said. She tried to pull her hands free, but the rope was too tight. She turned her head to spit at the Daffodil standing by her side. He was about to punch her face in revenge when the captain called out, “Don’t, Brother Alsip. We don’t want her face marked before we sell her. The buyer won’t see her back until after he’s paid the money.” After a couple of minutes, she heard the leader thank someone. He must have the switch now.
She stared at a ridge of bark by her nose as she waited stoically for the first blow, admonishing herself not to cry out. It was a year ago when father whipped her with nettles. It was the last time he ever caught her. She steeled herself for that first cut, hating these cowards who only thought of using their strength to get their pleasure.
[image: image-placeholder]The sharp sting across her back shocked her; the pain so intense she tried to bite the tree’s bark to stop from crying out. Yet she couldn’t stop the whimper from escaping her lips. Her back was on fire already.
“Don’t.” Came the single word spoken with authority from the other side of her tree.
“It’s not your concern,” the captain responded to the mysterious voice.
“Everything’s my concern,” that voice was compelling, steady in its certainty. “I am an enforcer of edicts. The Brotherhood isn’t.”
“We own this girl, and she has harmed one of us. So, we have the right to whip her for her crime.”
“You have paid the marriage contract?” A short pause, then. “Which of you has consummated the marriage to this girl?”
“None of us. We bought her from her father. Soon we will sell her in River Forks. This is the way, which you cannot stop. Nothing we do here need concern you.”
“Indeed, it should not, but it does. So, you will answer my questions until I am satisfied,” the voice said. Brodia wanted to see the face behind the voice, but try as she may, she couldn’t see around the tree. That voice did sound familiar as it asked, “How much did you pay her father?” The Daffodil leader answered it was three crowns. “Do you have a buyer? And what will they pay?”
“We do. They have offered seven crowns for a virgin wife.”
“Then I will offer you six crowns for the same thing. You can risk taking her to River Forks, she looks to be a difficult prisoner, or you can accept my offer of a marriage contract.”
There was a long pause during which Brodia couldn’t decide if this was good or bad. Either way, some man would buy her to use like her father did.
“Eight crowns,” the Daffodil responded finally.
“Six. It is better to accept six now than face the risks of trying to get seven later.”
“We will finish whipping her first before taking your six crowns.”
“She will be my wife, so I’ll do the whipping,” the voice responded. “She is a difficult girl. I’m certain it will take more than one whipping to get her pliant. As you know, she will more readily obey the hand that whips her, so it must be my hand that does it.” 
She cringed at the words spoken so calmly. So, she would still be whipped more. Well, to hell with whoever this man was, she’d spit on him too. The Daffodil leader walked past her; then, she heard the dull clink of silver coins. The stranger had bought her. Her only satisfaction was knowing she wasn’t exactly what he thought he was buying.
“I do not wish to see you in River Forks,” the voice said.
Brodia listened carefully, but all she heard was the rustle of leaves as several men walked away toward Widemouth. Then a wave of dizziness hit her as something cut her hands free from the tree. She dropped to her knees, clutching her torn shirt to hide her nakedness while she fought the nauseous sensation. The man with the voice appeared around the tree. The hat and the eyes told her all she needed to know. She was now the wife of the Bone Crusher. He stood over her, looking at her naked back.
“It didn’t break the skin,” he said. “Get dressed.” Then he stepped back behind the tree, giving her some privacy to dress.
She pulled on her jerkin and fastened it at the front. She would need a new shirt or some thread. Her beret lay at her feet, so she pulled it back on too. As she stepped around the tree to find her new husband, she untied the two lengths of rope tied around her wrists. Not sure how to greet him, she only said, “Husband.”
The look of surprise on his face confused her. “Are you Brodia?” he asked. How does he know my name? She nodded.
He handed her his water pouch. She took a drink, hoping he hadn’t poisoned it. She didn’t know what to expect. Knowing that she once wanted adventure did not settle her nerves. Neither did all her thoughts about marrying Hirin if he became an apprentice. This wasn’t a childish dream.
A stronger wave of nausea swept through her. The dizziness dropped her to her knees. It vanished a second later, and she looked up to see Preem smiling at her. How dare he! She stood quickly, pulling back her hand to throw the water pouch in his face. He continued to smile, watching her eyes. By the Gods, how I want to knock that complacent smile off his black face! However, he would only deflect the pouch with his magic, so she lowered her hand.
“Come, we must travel to River Forks with all haste,” he said, turning to walk back to the road.
But she wasn’t ready yet as a dark mood made her want to avenge that flash of nausea. “What about the whipping? Aren’t you going to finish whipping me as my marriage token?”
Without turning or slowing, he called back, “No. I would rather give you something you actually want. Should you think of anything.”
Brodia slumped after him, her mind in turmoil. What could she want? Her freedom? Hirin? She doubted she could get either of these things, but then she thought of something she did want. It was something she wanted more than freedom. “I know what I wants,” she said firmly.
“And that is?”
“A home for Missus Kella, the old widow you helped last night.”
“I see.” He walked on until he was at the roadway. Then he stopped to sit with his back to a tree, saying, “I will instruct Widemouth’s elder to find her a home and pay a crown a week for her board. Will that suffice?” Brodia nodded. She hadn’t thought he would ever agree to it. Preem pulled out some paper, pen, and ink. She squatted beside him to watch him write a short note and sign it. He took out a piece of blue sealing wax. She felt the dizziness as the wax dripped to seal the folded note. Then an intricate pattern appeared magically in the blue wax.
Brodia watched but said nothing; the Gods had trapped her once more. Surely the wizard would expect much from her in return, things that disgusted her. Her mind drifted to tonight and what he would require of a wife. Would he use any magic? If he did, would she vomit? Unexpectedly, she smiled. Well, if he did use magic, it would be his own fault if she retched on him.
They walked for a while before passing a wagon with a family heading toward Widemouth. Preem held up his hand to stop the wagon. She saw that the husband and wife were as scared as she felt earlier. The family got down, and Preem asked the preteen son to deliver the letter to Elder Rihap, offering a crown for his trouble. The boy took the letter reluctantly. Then Preem picked off a few of the boy’s brown hairs on the shoulder of his jacket.
“I have a token of you now,” Preem explained gently. “Should you not deliver this letter, I will know it.”
The boy nodded, looking even more afraid now.
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Silver Stone


Am I crazy!  Preem’s mind raced through the events of the last thirty minutes. Somehow, he’d forgotten how much girls unsettled him. He’d gone and done the one thing that gave him the shakes. When he made her sick, she stood up to him. She’d been ready to throw that water pouch at him. He smiled, remembering the look on her face. It was so much better than that baker’s groveling fear.
When he saw her reaction to his magic, the events of last night made sense. It was she who was at the meeting in the back. Not timid, but brave enough to risk a whipping. Could a girl be tough enough? It was time to find out.
If it had been a boy, he’d ease him in over a day or two. However, he needed to know if this girl was strong enough. So, he picked up the pace, striding along at his usual distance-eating tempo. Either she kept up, or he would have to drop her. She was limping a little, so he scanned her but found no weapons on her. Still, he’d see if she was tough enough not to let the limping slow her.
“Hey! Are you doing magic again?” she asked with a hint of annoyance. He’d forgotten she could sense his mental control of the d’sur.
“The queasiness will go away over time.”
It wasn’t long before Brodia’s stride changed. She was dropping back behind him and then running to catch up. Preem would leave it to the Gods if she failed or not. For the next several minutes, she tried to distract him into going slower, but he only told her to keep up. Finally, she stopped pestering him and adjusted her gait, walking more stiff-legged. She wasn’t going to give up so easily. Good. Still, she looked around the forest as if expecting the Brotherhood to leap out of the bushes.
It was amusing to see her concerns over being in a forest that he considered a safe luxury away from the hot sun of the farmlands. “The Brotherhood will not risk following me,” he said. 
“It’s the bears that I worry about. Them and wolves.”
“They usually keep away from the road,” he replied. Though he knew none lived in this forest. The biggest carnivore here was a fox. She said nothing while she continued to scan the trees around them.
When the sun was overhead, he called a halt next to a stream that trickled over the roadbed. She stepped to the stream’s edge to soak her feet in the running water. She continued to look around as if expecting the trees to uproot themselves to attack.
With curiosity, he watched her. He had selected her to be his partner and wondered what things pleased her. His only real experience of women was from his older sister. All he remembered of Janu was that she always beat him in a fight. “We’ll only be here for a bit,” he said, passing a sweet red apple from the bag that hung from his shoulder.
She took the apple and studied it for a moment. “Do you haves a green one that’s sour?”
He rummaged through the bag, pulling out a dark-green apple. “I thought all women had a sweet tooth.”
“I’m not all women.” She snatched the green apple from his hand with a withering look.
He frowned as he ate the red apple; she dislikes me? Once again, he wondered if he was doing the right thing. Maybe he should leave her in River Forks. Memories of those puzzling girls at school who made fun of his height or his nanuj playing came flying back like a summer squall on the sea.
Glancing at the girl, he found himself mesmerized by how she ate the apple. She attacked it! Taking big bites out from one side, she ate one half, including half the core. For a moment, the apple looked like she’d sliced it in half with a knife. Then she took smaller bites to eat the other half. Starting from the top and eating until only the stem remained, which she flicked into the stream.
Fascinated, he asked, “Do you like the apple’s core?”
“I likes the seeds’ bitterness. I could gives the cores to the hogs, but I ate ’em.” She wiggled her feet in the water. Her feet were delicate, not the hardened feet of a traveler. “Whats was that?” She turned her head at the sound of something rustling the dead leaves nearby. She got up, ready to run. “Was it a bear?”
Searching through the trees, he saw three small brown and white bodies moving beyond a small bush on the other side of the stream. “Just some goats that got loose. No wolves or bears this close to the Otan River,” he said. “I was joking before about the bears.”
“Father told me they were all through this forest. He said they’d eats me alive if I ran away. Them Daffodils said the same. Men always tells me lies to scare me.”
Her words cut him deep. Was he like all men too? Suddenly he realized he had no idea how to teach a girl. Doubts began to fill his mind. Was she even teachable? Was Sarn right about girls becoming wizards?
Sitting here by a stream in the forest wouldn’t answer his questions. The grind of traveling to the Barrens would, though. “Time to move on,” he said. She pulled on her boots and was ready to go. “You can relax in this forest; nothing here will hurt you.” She stared at him. “Brodia, I promise you that I’m telling you the truth. No animals in the forest will hurt you.” Her shoulders visibly relaxed.
This time, as she walked, he saw her running her fingers through the ferns lining the roadside. She was keeping up and seemed relaxed. He found himself doing the same, though he didn’t ease his pace. For the rest of the day, he kept up the rhythm, wondering when she would ask him to stop. Though she had some discomfit, she refused to give in.
Finally, the sun was low enough that he could reasonably call a halt to the day. A hand earlier than he would have, had he been alone. “We’ll stop for the night,” he said from beside another stream that passed under a wooden bridge. He walked upstream away from the River Forks Road until he found a clearing that allowed him a view of the sky. “Here.” He dropped his blanket on the ground and sat cross-legged in the middle of the clearing. Brodia sat cross-legged facing him. “First, we need a fire,” he said. “Walk around and collect all the firewood you can carry.”
After looking at him for a moment, she walked off into the trees. Once she was out of sight, he used a magical d’sur fist to clear the leaves from a patch of the forest floor. Then he magic’d in plenty of firewood from the other side of the stream. By the time Brodia returned, he had an impressive fire going plus a woodpile. She’d done well, carrying a load of firewood stacked in her outstretched arms.
Not glancing up, he sat with his tarner lying across his lap and his hat resting on the ground behind him. He had his bare feet warming by the fire. She stomped around the fire to throw her load of firewood on top of the woodpile beside him. “Took you a while,” he said, staring into the dancing flames.
Retreating to the other side of the fire, she plonked down, scowling at him. She was tugging on her ear as if she wanted to pull it off. After a minute, she removed her boots and rested her feet on them, angled toward the fire for warmth. He smiled at her and waited.
“You didn’t need me to finds firewood,” she said. “Am I being punished for something?”
“A stranger visited my apprentice meeting last night. It’s illegal for a girl to attend,” Preem said. “However, someone attended who wasn’t meant to be there. Do you know anything about this?”
She hesitated for several moments. He knew she was thinking about a chance that he’d whip her for breaking the edict. But she needed to tell him the truth. Finally, she said in a defiant voice, “You knows the answer already, so why asks me now? And yes, I went to your meeting. So what? If you’re going to whip me, then gets on with it. I’ve been whipped more than once before, so I’ll not cries out or nothing.”
Her frank words shocked him. It was as if she was opening a heavy curtain on a different world. Never before had he taken the time to talk to a woman. “I’m sorry someone whipped you. Who did it?” But Brodia just folded her arms, glaring at him. “I see. Maybe your Pa was not a good man.” She relaxed her tense posture at his words. “I wanted to hear you say in your own words that you attended the meeting. There’ll be no whipping from me. Now or ever. I only ask that you never lie to me.”
“If we’re going to talks about lying, then you did it before.” He thought about his joke about bears being in these woods. He regretted doing so, but Brodia wasn’t talking about that. “You said Sarn the Sage went to the Western Mountains. Well, who was the wizard that flew through Widemouth before you?” she asked. “Don’t say I imagined things, ’cause I saw him plain and felt that dizziness too.”
“Can you describe him? In which direction did he leave?”
“He was taller than you, had on a gray coat. His hat was likes a wizard’s but much shorter than in the drawings. And he wents north.”
“My Zenii’s coat was blue with green squares,” he said, tossing more wood on the fire. The existence of the enemy wizards was a secret. He looked at Brodia and her determined expression. Though he had only spent one day with her, he realized he trusted her at least this much. “This Wizard is the enemy of all Otanic. I’ve never seen him, but now I know what he looks like, thanks to you.” He pulled out strips of dried meat to pass to Brodia. “The existence of the enemy is a secret I expect you to keep.” Brodia nodded. “Good, let’s eat.” 
Used to being alone, he said nothing while he ate, so she kept quiet too. Not until after he drank some water did she ask another question. “Where are we going?”
“River Forks,” he replied and went on to tell her that they were going to the Western Mountains. Brodia had many questions to ask him about these mountains called the Barrens. He answered her questions as honestly as he could, though there were still some details he was reluctant to tell her, details more sensitive than the existence of enemy wizards. She let out an audible gasp when he mentioned the Arrox and another when he told her their ultimate destination was the mysterious Midnight Towers.
But to her credit, she never said she wouldn’t go with him.
When she ran out of questions, it was time to begin her training. So, he reached inside his coat to pull out a small nanuj board. “Care to try your skills? We’ll play for two hands of the Time Star.”
Her face came alive when he laid the board out. She pulled on her boots before moving around the fire to sit beside him. Together, they set up the pieces. She won choice, taking the red pieces; she had the first move. On his turn, he formed a small gripping-fist from the d’sur and moved his piece. Her face looked distressed. There was no other way. She had to adapt to the magic until it no longer caused the dizziness. He remembered it was the same during his first days with Sarn, his Zenii.
The game continued with him moving his pieces by magic. She was adapting, no longer looking so uncomfortable. As for the game, she lost that. After all, no one had beaten him in five years.
“Again!” he said before resetting the board. Brodia was making better progress than he expected for the first day. He kept telling himself to take it easy, but the excitement was almost overwhelming.
“Why do they calls you the Crusher?”
Her question took him by surprise. It was the one that scared him the most. “A man died when I squeezed him too hard. He was trying to kill the king.” She made a good move to stop his attack.
“Is that whats you do? Crush men you don’t likes?”
Her words stung hard. “No.” He prepared another attack. Suddenly he felt his competitive juices rising. Brodia was trying to anger him, get him to make a mistake.
“Them Daffodils wanted eight crowns for me, but you only would pay six,” she said as she made another strong move. “You can’t wants me that much.”
“I would have paid whatever it took.” He countered her move and smiled at her frustrated frown. “However, I despise the Brotherhood, so I wouldn’t give them half an eighth more I needed to.”
As the match progressed, she asked more questions, and he felt her trying to duplicate the mental pressure to control the waves. She kept trying different pressures, though it was still far off. In the end, the second game went the same way as the first. After winning it, he announced that it was time to stop for the night. He was thrilled; her spirit lifted his.
Preem gave her his blanket, which Brodia rolled out on the other side of the fire. Soon she was wriggling about under the blanket. He watched her face through the flames. After the body wriggling stopped, she turned her head to look at him.
The look on her face surprised him. She seemed concerned, even scared. Surely, she knew he’d never hurt her. Worried that she’d run away in the dark of the night, he walked around the fire; her eyes remained locked on his as her apprehension seemed to grow.
“No animals will attack us here,” he said. Yet this didn’t put Brodia at ease. He took out a small silvery stone he always carried and passed it to her. “Take this to put in your pocket. Keep it on you at all times.”
Brodia took the silver-stone, studying it before slipping her hand back under her blanket. “Is it my token then?” Her voice was shaking, and he wished he could understand why. “Because it don’t looks like it’s worth much. Barely better than a wooden spoon.”
If she thought it was a marriage token, then she’d keep it on her always, so he told her it was. Lying on the opposite side of the fire, he closed his eyes. He felt as if he’d taken an essential step toward ensuring the kingdom’s safety today.
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Not only was he pleased to see that she hadn’t run away back to her family, but also she was in fine spirits. “Good morning, Wizard Preem,” she said.
“Morning. When we’re in private, you may call me Preem. Only in public should you call me Wizard Preem.” She seemed to hesitate a second, ready to argue some point with him. But in the end, she merely nodded. “Would you like an egg with your breakfast?” he asked.
“If you haves some chicken or duck eggs, that would be nice ... Preem.” She went to the food bag he carried and rummaged inside; of course, there were no eggs. She looked at him, puzzled.
“The birds are starting their second clutches. I will find two fresh eggs.” He reached out his d’sur through the nearby trees to find several nests high in the trees. He took two eggs, returning them to her hands.
Brodia studied the eggs. “These are different. Did they comes from the same nest?”
“No. I take just one egg from a nest so the bird doesn’t get upset at losing their clutches. Why do harm when it’s easy not to.”
She didn’t respond; instead, she gave the eggs a shake before putting them into the hot embers to hardbake.
After breakfast, he covered the fire’s hot embers in a thick layer of dirt. Then he set off on the River Forks Road again under a blue sky and sunlight that flickered through the treetops. As usual, his left ankle pained him before it warmed up to the demands he placed on it. Soon, he settled into his long stride. Brodia walked alongside. Her limp was gone as she steadfastly kept up with him. He enjoyed having company.
The villages were closer in the Otan valley, which meant narrow forests separated the villages.  By mid-morning, Preem strode out of the woods, and by late afternoon, he walked into River Forks with Brodia. They strolled through the market, where a few people hurried about their business. Anyone who saw him bowed in cold acknowledgment.
“Buy supplies for five days.” He gave Brodia a half-crown. “Have them sent to the elder’s house.” She nodded understanding. “Oh, see if you can find some berries for tonight’s meal. I had some with Elder Rihap. I’ve taken a liking to them. Afterward, you can explore the village; I’ll find you when I am done with the elder.”
He spent some time with Elder Donic discussing the news from the area. Not much was happening. The elder confirmed that many people were nervous about the news from the first kingdom. Preem told him that the king’s ministers confirmed Harpin’s troops were training harder than usual.
Of course, he made no mention of the Gray Wizard that visited Widemouth village. 
After two hands, he left the house to search for Brodia. Using his d’dec, he located that silver-stone in her pocket. She was near the market, sitting under a large oak with two men. He approached from behind Brodia. Both men were keenly studying a nanuj game in progress. Strolling up to their table, he evaluated the game position. Brodia had a clear advantage and would win the game soon. She stood as soon as she saw him.
“Are you going to give up?” her opponent asked. “It’ll cost you half an eighth.”
“You have a losing position, sir,” Preem said curtly. “Be thankful that we call it a draw.”
The player agreed, and Brodia thanked the two men for allowing her to play. As they walked away, she handed him five eighths. He asked how many games she’d won. When she revealed she’d won all six games, he was pleased and upset. Somehow, she’d only paid two eighths for the supplies, much less than he usually paid.
When he asked about buying the supplies so cheaply, she replied, “I haves a reputation as a good haggler.” He heard the pride in her heart.
“Indeed, but next time, find the poorest merchant and pay their full price.”
“I don’t understand,” she said. “Did I do wrong?”
“No. You did what your mother taught you to do,” he said, keeping his voice light while giving back her nanuj winnings. “But as the wizard, my duties include helping all the people of Otanic. So, I help the poor by buying from them and paying full price. I earn money from the richer merchants and farmers. So, I find a way to pass that money to the poorer people without insulting them.”
She nodded. “I likes that, I does.” He smiled, pleased at how quickly she grasped the idea. “Will there be a meeting tonight for a novice?” she asked.
“No. We leave immediately. It’s five days walk to reach the village of Randford. After that, it will be another five days to reach the foothills,” he said. “We are running short of time to reach the Barrens before the snow cuts off our route.”
She looked concerned. “Can I takes some time to finds something for myself?”
“Of course. You have your nanuj winnings. What do you need?”
“A man should not ask a woman such a question.” She laughed. Then she explained that she needed a new shirt. He’d forgotten about the Brotherhood trying to whip her. He gave her three crowns to buy anything she needed. She turned to go back to the market while he wandered about, mindful not to watch her, though he wanted to.
Brodia returned to him several minutes later. She had a blanket slung across her back plus a small package under her arm. It was time to go. He should make at least three more leagues before the sun could set. As they walked out of the village, he realized he had forgotten about leaving her in the village. She had passed his first test.
Preem had a small fire going at their camp in the corner of a farmer’s fallow field. Brodia laid her new blanket on the other side of the fire. After the meal, she joined him as he set up the nanuj board. Without saying a word, she gave him something wrapped in a blue cloth. Unwrapping the cloth, he found a small greenstone pendant on a thin leather string. The maker had shaped the polished stone into the shape of a wolf's head.
No one had given him a present since he was a child. “This is kind of you.”
“Now we both have our tokens,” she said, and he didn’t have the heart to correct her. He passed the thong over his head, slipping the wolf-stone under his shirt.
They played the nanuj game. Tonight he started with the red pieces and the first move. After losing the first game, she asked how he moved the pieces.
“I use my mind to compress and squeeze waves that come from the wizard’s stone in the knob of my tarner.” She shook her head as if disbelieving him. “There are waves that come from my stone. We call them d’sur. They are like ripples on the pond.”
“You must think me the fool,” she snapped. “Aren’t all women fools?”
“Not for a moment do I think you’re a fool.” Her expression said she didn’t believe him. He wondered what he could say to convince her. If she didn’t believe they existed, how could she see them? “You can feel the dizziness from my mind. So you know there is something else here that you don’t understand. You should trust me in this.”
“Why?” she countered. He didn’t have a good reason.
When they settled down for sleep, she had that same expression of apprehension that he wished he could understand. In the morning, she was wearing her new shirt while the old one smoldered in the embers of last night’s fire. After eating, she brushed her hair before pulling on her green beret. Then she did something that surprised him. She carefully pulled the loose hairs from her brush and put them into the embers to shrivel away.
It took a moment before he realized what it meant. It made him sad.
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A Hollow Hero 


Brodia walked alongside her husband deep in a forest of beech trees. Three days ago, she left the village of River Forks. In all those days, she hadn’t learned much more about him. Though she did discover his name was Preem Forma, which made her Missus Forma.  
Now she could easily keep up with his crazy walking pace; however, she wished he could fly like that Gray Wizard. And though the feeling wasn’t pleasant, she no longer felt nauseous when he practiced his magic.
The one puzzling thing was her sleeping alone each night. That first night scared her. She was still wary, but now confusion also ruled her thoughts. Am I not his wife? She was no beauty; she knew that, but she wasn’t some hag either. The Gods knew that she’d dropped enough hints last night, but he hadn’t responded to one of them. He must be a different kind of man.
If he were like that, she’d be disappointed. However, that thought alone had her examining her true feelings toward this man who once scared her witless. He was dogged about getting to the mountains and gentle in the evenings as they played nanuj. She enjoyed the lessons as he taught her some different tactics during their play. Then, once it was time to sleep, they went to opposite sides of the fire. Soon after, she would hear him snoring the night away.
It was midmorning when she saw a group of men dressed in pale-yellow gowns approaching them. Even in the shadows of the forest, the gowns stood out on the six men. Two of them wore orange baldrics over their right shoulders with swords swaying at their hips. Immediately she felt chills, despite the warm air. She searched their faces. None were from that group near Widemouth.
“Walk here beside me.” Preem indicated the side of the road away from the yellow-clad group. She moved to the opposite side of Preem to keep far from the Daffodils.
Brodia sensed the tension in the air as Preem walked past the six travelers. For their part, the men glared across the roadbed at the wizard. Even after they’d passed, she saw Preem turning his head to watch the group.
Once beyond their hearing, she snarled, “Daffodils! I hates every one of ’em.” She thought about telling Preem that her father planned all along to sell her, but she wasn’t ready to trust him with that story yet. That part of her life embarrassed her as she could not let go of the feeling that she should have done more to stop her father.
“Indeed. The Brotherhood Against Wizardry hates wizards and any women with independent thoughts. They cannot harm a wizard, but many young women have disappeared, and I’m certain they’re responsible.”
“They bought me from my father, but I heard they takes any unmarried women they finds on the road,” she said, repeating the stories she heard in the village. “Do they sells them?” she asked, curious to understand the fate she’d narrowly escaped. “They says they were selling me to a new husband.”
“I wouldn’t believe them,” he said. “Some they sell into slavery in Jongiloc, some they torture and burn to death.”
She glanced at him to see if he was joking, but his face was serious. She knew about the selling, but the torture or burning was different. Had that been what father planned for her? Is that what the Daffodil captain planned for her? Brodia twisted her head to watch the six men. The man at the back had stopped to stare at her. Thank the Gods that Preem had married her, but he had to consummate it to make it official. Her confusion about sleeping alone bubbled up as frustration and then anger; she remained far from safe.
By late morning they reached the edge of the forest of beech trees; ahead lay fenced fields. Most had crops of beets or potatoes sprouting up. A few had cattle or goats grazing in them. Somewhere ahead, more than a day’s walk farther, was the town of Randford. The last stop before walking to the foothills of the Western Mountains. The overcast sky was dark, and the air smelled like imminent rain.
They hadn’t gone far from the forest when a drizzle started. The air remained warm enough that the light precipitation was more relief than annoyance.
“We’ll stop for lunch before the ground gets too wet,” Preem announced. He sat on the earthen bank beside the roadbed. 
Brodia sat beside him, pulling her green beret down over her ears. Then the rain came harder, threatening to soak her. In the distance, she heard the rumble of thunder. She felt his magic, and the rain stopped. Glancing up, she saw the droplets striking an invisible roof over her head and running off in little rivulets behind her. “You did that? I’m surprised you can’t do other things,” she muttered loud enough for him to hear. “Likes flying, maybe.”
He didn’t respond. After a short break, he got up to start walking. She strode beside him, still protected from the falling rain. Preem didn’t extend the invisible roof to cover himself. Angry over their marriage consummation, she didn’t ask him why he let the rainstorm reach him.
The downpour and thunder kept the other travelers off the Randford Road. Though they passed a few people huddled under two oak trees, not a safe place, she thought with the thunder getting louder.
Soon they reached a wooden bridge that arched over a fast-flowing river. A heavily laden wagon crossed in the opposite direction. Its two chestnut plow horses reminded Brodia of her farm’s workhorse, Betana. The clop of the horses and the creaking of the wagon were interrupted by the rolling crashes of thunder. As the storm approached, the weight of the rain made it hard to make out any details on the wagon, though she did see two people huddled on the driver’s seat. The two groups of travelers reached each other near the bridge’s mid-point with plenty of room to pass. Now she could see a man and woman on the wagon. The woman sat to the outside, cradling a baby in her arms.
The wagon driver’s eyes widened when he saw Wizard Preem, and he jerked the reins to one side. The wagon veered toward the edge of the bridge. An outside wheel struck the low ridge of wood at the border. The wagon lurched, pitching the woman and baby into the river. The man screamed, pulling the horses back from the edge.
Suddenly, Brodia stood alone in the pouring rain as Preem leaped over the edge into the river. She rushed over to look down and saw him hovering above the water like a humming bird. Seconds later, a baby floated through the air, from under the dark bridge, into his arms. Then the woman appeared, hovering above the water while screaming in fear.
Preem flew back onto the bridge with the baby in his arms. The wet, bedraggled woman floated beside him, waving her arms as if she could escape from Preem’s magical grip. Brodia took the baby from his arms and used her beret to keep the rain off their face.
The driver stood by the wagon, frozen to the spot. Preem lowered the woman to the bridge, and she edged away from him, taking a wide arc as she ran to Brodia to retrieve her baby.
Trying to take the woman’s mind off her fear, Brodia asked, “Is it a boy or a girl?”
“A girl, my lady.” The mother didn’t take her wild eyes off Preem, who stood quietly by the bridge’s side as if he had nothing to do with this rescue. Yet she sensed he felt sad at the woman’s reaction.
Brodia cradled the baby into its mother’s arms. “I’m no lady,” she said. “And Preem’s no monster.” The mother nodded, trying to pull a part of her wet coat to cover the baby. Brodia unslung her blanket to wrap it around the woman’s shoulders to protect her and the baby. “I can gets a new one in Randford.”
“Thank you.” 
The mother hurried back to the wagon, where her husband helped her back onto the seat. Then the man came over, bowing and scraping all the way. It made Brodia sick to see him grovel.
“What are you doing?” she yelled out over the constant drone of rain and thunder. “This man won’t hurts you; you fool. He saved your wife and baby. Now, you acts like he’s going to rips you in half.”
“Brodia, it’s alright,” Preem said.
“No, it’s not. You’re a hero.”
Preem turned to walk over the bridge; the waggoneer got back into his seat.
With the rain still pouring down on her, Brodia put her beret back on before stepping over to the wagon. Looking up at the driver, she said, “The wizard’s a good man. He’s not this bone crusher we all calls him. Otanic would be under Harpin’s yoke if not for him.” The driver gave a nod in response, too scared to say another word.
She watched as a huddled Preem walked off the bridge, continuing along the road in the heavy downpour. He seemed human in a way she’d never noticed before; it saddened her, though she didn’t understand why. She hurried to catch up.
“I’m just a man,” he said when she reached his side.
She wanted to hold him and tell him he was special, that the realm needed him; that she was his wife and would support him. And more than anything, she wanted to say that he was much more than a man because that is what she always imagined the wizards were. But all she said was, "No, you aren’t ... you’re a hero to people who’re terrified of you.”
“Indeed. I’m not the hero I imagined as a young boy.” He slowed a little as if deep in thought. A few minutes passed before he spoke again. “As a young boy, I was a hero in my imagination. I was taller, stronger, faster; nothing was beyond me; I could save anyone. It meant friends I never had, plus girls who were no longer a cruel mystery. It was easy to be that hero.”
She side-eyed him as he stared straight ahead through the rain. His face was gloomy. It was as if the waggoneer had speared a slice of his spirit. Brodia reached out to squeeze his arm. Though he continued to stare ahead, he seemed encouraged to speak again.
“We never dream about the responsibility that comes with being a hero,” he said. “The hero of our dreams is hollow; it isn’t human. Life is different, unfriendly, harder. If I step wrong, people die.
“When my Zenii picked a boy from the south coast, I thought I’d be the hero from my dreams. Silly boy! Magic brings no certainty, no friends; my only companion was Zenii, but he’s gone now. The hero of my imagination doesn’t exist. When I first learned magic, I became a hero without a clue. But now, I’m the hero people need and hope never to meet. That’s fair. I have a name I despise, which is fair too.” His words shook her, laying bare the dreams she’d treasured about wizards and heroes since being a little girl.
She continued to walk with him along the road, lost in her thoughts. He stopped the raindrops over her head but still didn’t extend the invisible roof to cover himself. Instead, he relied on his leather coat and that silly wide-brimmed hat to keep him dry. Who was this man she had married?
As they walked, a different thought came to her. Preem was a hero of the kingdom, but not of the people who feared him. It was a flaw, something that made him more human in her eyes. It was something she could help him solve. In that thought, her feelings changed a little. She still wanted him to consummate the marriage, but now she felt a different urge; she wanted him.
After a while, the rain eased up, leaving the air fresh. She decided now was the time to get her frustrations out in the open.
“We sleeps on opposite sides of the fire,” she said, fighting to keep her voice level. “Am I so ugly? Why did you marries me if you don’t wants me?”
“Marry you?” The way he said this flashed her anger.
“You paid the marriage contract,” she snapped back.
“I told the Brotherhood that so they’d give you to me without a fight. Now you are my assistant. Wizards only have time for one master.”
She saw the truth on his face. “Then, I’m indentured to you. I’m just your damned indentured drudge!” All her dreams of marrying a wizard seemed lost, washed away like chicken feed in the rain.
“You’re my assistant, who is free to leave whenever you want.”
Brodia stepped in front of him, forcing him to stop. “Well, mister Preem Forma. That's not good enough. I had a man back home, ready to marries me. I could haves gone back to him.” It was the only argument she could find.
Seeing through her argument in a second, he responded, “Did you love him?”
“What’s that gots to do with it? I left a chance to lives a life everyone expected of me. And for what? To march to the mountains with a man who don’t cares an impotent rooster for me.”
“You came for something better than the life everyone expects. For the chance to help the realm and for the chance to be my partner.”
To be his partner? Wasn’t that the same as his wife? “And whats must I do to be your partner?” She glanced to the side; two men walked past on the other side of the road, staring at them. She didn’t care.
“You must see something you can’t see yet.”
“What, by the Gods, does that mean? Do you mean those make-believe waves?”
He didn’t answer; instead, he stepped around her and resumed his wizard’s gait toward the mountains. She caught up with him, lost in this new information. If they weren’t married, would the Daffodils come for her? If she weren’t married, what about her unborn children, and all her dreams for them?
And she felt a deep disappointment for herself. The more Brodia thought she understood him, the more she felt like she knew nothing.
But as she walked beside this man, she reached an agreement with herself. She would not relent in seeing whatever it was he wanted her to see, even if she didn’t believe in them. Nor would she give up on her dreams of being his partner, of being the mother of his children.
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It was mid-afternoon, with brightening skies, as the horses slowed to a stop. All six soldiers wore dark red uniforms, and five carried long lances with yellow tassels tied below the blackened spearpoints.
“Afternoon, Wizard Preem,” the soldier on the lead horse hailed in a deep baritone. “We heard in River Forks that you were on the Randford Road.” She noted the neatly trimmed mustache and dark hair. The man looked more like a dashing cavalry officer than a time-wizened soldier.
“Good afternoon, Sergeant,” Preem said, standing by the horse’s withers. “Are you looking for me?”
“No, we’re not interested in you,” the sergeant said in a tone that shocked her. She was about to defend Preem again but decided to let Preem defend himself. If he wanted to be a hero for everyone, then he needed to be more assertive. “We are on patrol to Castin and Narbend. Under direct orders from his highness to find a villain accused of strangling young girls.”
“If His Majesty sent a patrol from his regiment,” Preem said, “the monster must have many victims.” She was disappointed that Preem didn’t say anything about the sergeant’s attitude. Was this the way others in the military treated him?
“Not so many so far, sir.” The sergeant leaned down to say in a lower voice, “But he is especially vicious and has killed the daughter of a nobleman. The king was most angry, from what I heard. Plus, there’s been a couple of other rumors about this murderer. He sounds like a crazy man. I would expect our wizard is keen to rid the fourth kingdom of such a man.”
That was enough! “Do you always talk to the grand wizard this way?” she snapped. Preem held up his hand to stop her. She ignored him, determined to make her point. “Has he not saved the realm enough to deserve more respect from a soldier.”
The sergeant studied her for a second. “Who is this woman?” he asked Preem. His look carried even less respect than what he showed Preem.
“I’m the wizard’s assistant,” she said before Preem could reply.
“Assistants should be rarely seen and never heard,” the sergeant growled, looking directly at her. “Especially female assistants.” Brodia took a deep breath to give this arrogant sergeant another piece of her mind. 
But Preem was quicker. “That’s enough, Sergeant. You will pay due respect to my assistant, or your commanding officer will be asked to explain to his commander why not.”
The sergeant sat, staring at Preem and then Brodia. It was like watching a war of indecision play across his face. Finally, his features relaxed. “My apologies, Sir Wizard. We are under pressure to rid the land of this killer.”
“We accept your apology, Sergeant,” Preem said. Brodia wasn’t so willing to accept the soldier’s apology, but she was pleased that Preem had defended her, so she let it pass. “As for the killer, it doesn’t sound like you need my magic in this pursuit, and, in truth, I have an urgent quest. I cannot be diverted into what could be a long and fruitless search.”
“Yes, Sir Wizard.” The sergeant pulled himself upright in the saddle. “Well, we will make for Narbend and then north to Castin should you change your mind.” The sergeant raised his arm to wave the patrol forward.
Preem set off walking along at his wizard’s gait as she walked beside him. She watched the patrol disappear along the road with the sound of their sabers rattling in the scabbards drifting back to her. She waited for the lecture to come from Preem; none came.
So, after several minutes she asked, “Why are they so disrespectful? Surely they know what the wizards had done for Otanic over the last hundred years. Can’t you shuts ‘em up, or forces ’em to respects you?”
“You cannot force or buy respect, just abject fear and loathing. The army distrusts us, as the people do. So much power in one person is scary. Are you not afraid of me?”
“I was once, but, as you says before, you’re only one man.” Brodia would think more about this problem to make Preem a hero of all the people. If you could not force it or purchase it, then you must win it, but how? They continued toward Randford, which was over a day away.
That evening she lay wrapped in her blanket wearing her undergarments. Her other clothes were drying by the fire. After defending him with the King’s Regiment, she thought she’d earned a visit from Preem tonight; she waited nervously. Preem stepped around the campfire to kneel beside her. She stared into his eyes, trying to read his intentions. Was this it?
“Sleep with my tarner,” he said, handing it to her. She sneaked her hand out to take it, being careful not to reveal too much of her body. Was this another test of her loyalty to him? She sensed that he wasn’t going to claim his rights tonight, which disappointed her.
“Alright.” She wanted to add ‘sir’ but knew it would hurt him. He returned to his side of the fire. Thinking about all that she’d seen him do, she felt a deep confliction, frustration one second and comfort at another. By the Gods, why had she been so scared of him before?
Soon she was listening to his gentle snoring. Why does he need a servant? Did he have one before? She was his assistant for now, but six crowns were too much for a servant. What do I need to see to be his wife? Clearly, she was not worthy yet. She had to make sure she was ready when he decided to test her eyesight on those waves. She even debated with herself about pretending to see the waves. However, she knew he could easily expose her lie; then he would stop trusting her. And not trusting her was something she couldn’t tolerate.
She willed herself to believe in the waves; she wanted desperately to trust that he was telling her the truth. Still, only doubt came to her heart.
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twelve
Hunter 


The tall, lean man, dressed in the dark-green jerkin, hunted. His human prey had been scarce lately in Narbend. Meanwhile, his urge to kill rolled around in his belly, twisting his stomach into knots. A fortnight ago, he killed a young girl in a fancy dress from a wealthy family. Despite his concerns, he strangled her. Could he stop? He convinced himself that he could, but why tolerate the pain? It was much easier, he reasoned, not to resist. Even if he hated himself for what he was, he still prowled the streets, waiting, watching, wanting. 
The villagers couldn’t accept that death stalked their village in the daylight. So, Yarin remained, skulking around the edge of the market, studying the people, looking for his next girl. The market was slow in the early afternoon; the hunter had to be patient.
When he passed the black stall selling leather goods, he spotted a kid holding a begging bowl. Ambling past the sitting child, he saw it was a girl, maybe eleven years old. She was alone. Would anyone care if she disappeared? He doubted it. Doubling back, he stood in front of the dark-haired and grimy-faced urchin. She stared up at him, sullen hope written on her face.
“Do you want some help, little girl?”
“Please, sir.”
Yarin pulled out a silver crown to show her. He glanced around to see if anyone was watching. “If you want this, come around the corner with me.” He stepped out of the market and chose a gap between two buildings. The little girl followed behind.
Out of the shoppers’ sight, he signaled for the girl to sit, holding out her bowl. “What’s your name?” She was as small as his friend Abria. It would be so easy to kill this little girl.
“Jami,” the girl replied. Her hope was higher, but Yarin remembered that nothing counted until it was in your pocket, out of sight of other beggars.
“Is that it? Do you have a family name, Jami?”
“Gots no family, sir.”
“I was an orphan too.” He glanced into the big brown eyes of her upturned face. What would they look like if they turned dull and lifeless? “They gave me a family name of Stray. Yarin Stray is my name now and forever.” For years he begged for scraps after his parents abandoned him in Harpin City. He dropped the silver crown into her bowl with a satisfying clunk. The girl gasped open-mouthed. “Be careful with that much money,” he said with a broad smile. “Don’t let anyone take it away from you.”
“Yes, sir. Thank ya, sir.” She slid the large coin from her bowl into a pocket in her dingy and tattered dress. It was hard to know if the dress had once been yellow or orange.
Then he reached into his purse to find another half-eighth. “Take this too. Buy yourself something sweet before you have to use that crown.”
“Thanks again, sir.”
Jami reached out to hug his leg, but he shuffled back, repulsed by the thought of anyone touching him who wasn’t his prey. “Now, be off with you, Jami Stray. Before I decide to take something from you.”
Yarin ambled into the market. When he glanced back, he saw the little girl running around the corner. In truth, he hated the name Stray, and the only people allowed to use it on him were street folk. His stomach knotted up again. It was time to surrender to his urges and get back to the hunt.
Making his way to the blue stall selling clothes, he stood under the eaves of a house at the edge of the market. For a while, each girl he saw was with someone else. Still, he could be persistent, especially when he knew he’d soon satisfy his urge. In his pocket, he carried several ribbons of different colors, part of his trade tools.
His eyes found a short girl wearing a dull-green dress that swished about her ankles. She must’ve been about fifteen. No one chaperoned her as she checked the clothes by touching the fabric with the back of her hand. She would say something to the merchant before shaking her head with a warm smile. He liked the way her two dark-brown braids swayed when she shook her head.
Waiting in the shadows, he watched while she meandered from one stall to another. His blood quickened in anticipation of the kill, and he smacked his dry lips while he tracked her. She moved toward the eastern side as if to leave. Without rushing, he strode around the outside of the market to get ahead of her. The street bent, so he could wait between two old houses, out of sight of the market’s patrons. When he peeked around the corner, he saw the girl glide around the bend. 
Yarin waited in expectation, fingering the dark green ribbon he’d selected. His heart pounded, and he could hear the bird calls and even smell the cow manure from the fields. Hopefully, she was wearing some sweet perfume.
When she passed in front of him, he said softly, “Hi, miss.”
She stopped, and her innocent smile almost made him act too quickly. Patience. “Hi, sir. Can I help you?” Her voice was chaste too.
He held out the dark green ribbon. “I saw you in the market and thought this ribbon would go well with your dress.”
A look of uncertainty flashed across her face, then she smiled, stepping between the houses. He reached for his wand, stuffed in his left boot, and lifted it to his head. The d’sur fist he threw knocked her down. She started to scream, so he punched her hard, careful not to knock her out. Then he dragged the stunned girl deeper into the narrow gap between the houses. She started screaming once more. So, he hit her again, pinning her down with an overpowering d’sur fist.
“Relax. I’m not going to hurt you ... if you stay quiet,” he lied.
Kneeling astride her stomach, he sat on her. She continued to try to twist away, but his weight and d’sur fist held her down. “Please,” is all she had time to whisper before his right hand closed across her throat.
The trap was sprung. Yarin watched her gray-green eyes dart from side to side, looking for an escape. He tightened his grip, pushing his thumb against her windpipe. Her legs kicked out behind him, but she couldn’t escape now. Relaxing his mind to release the d’sur fist, he used both hands to squeeze all her hopes out of her. Concentrating on the girl’s eyes, he waited fervently for the change.
Her face, at first flushed, was now turning whitish-blue as her eyes locked on his, pleading for mercy. None would be coming for the girl in the dull-green dress. He gazed into her eyes, waiting for the show. Soon red spots appeared. Her eyes lost their sparkle and then their focus, staring blankly over his head. He kept squeezing, relishing the feel of her soft neck. The girl was dead. A sense of ecstasy sent a warm feeling through his lower body like he was peeing on himself.
He wallowed in the thrill of the moment until it passed. Getting up, he couldn’t risk staying here any longer.
After staging the corpse to make it look like she slept, he marched back through the market. His stomach had settled, and the warm tingle in his blood dissolved away. He took the time to buy some sweetmeats from the baker’s yellow stall. This kill should keep his stomach calm for a few days. However, the relief seemed to last for a shorter period each time before the urges began knotting his intestines again. If only those eyes had more reactions. A piece of him remained dissatisfied each time. He accepted he was a monster who deserved to die; but not before the idiots caught him.
In an abandoned farmhouse at the northern edge of Narbend, Yarin gathered his blanket plus a small food sack. He was no fool; he knew they were searching for him. How much longer, he wondered? But he didn’t care that much, just so long as he could watch those eyes one more time. And the best way to see those eyes again was to move to another hunting ground.
He hurried north along the Castin Road, not relaxing his pace until he reached the relative safety of the forest that separated Narbend from Castin. It took him another three days to pass through the woods until finally, he saw the gently rolling farmlands around Castin. Here he saw fields of grass-like crops with pastel-colored windmill sentinels dotted about the farmland.
He strode along the road that ran three feet below the level of the fields. Each windmill he passed had a few people working outside, loading or unloading wagons of grain or flour. No two windmills were the same pastel shade, and every windmill’s vanes turned slowly in the steady breeze he felt coming from the mountains to his left.
Yarin should take the time to admire the majestic sight. But he was a hunter, and hunters didn’t waste time enjoying the scenery. They used it to stalk their prey. He walked on toward Castin and the brightly colored houses he saw in the near distance.
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thirteen
Why Not Fly? 


“Get supplies for twenty days plus some warmer clothes for the mountains,” he told Brodia as they stood beside Randford’s village market. “Make sure you get strong boots. Also, buy a good hunter’s knife.” 
Preem watched her stroll into the market, heading for the two red stalls. He then went to the elder’s house. Elder Jon had a pronounced stoop, relying on a walking stick to move around. Jon sat on a tall wooden chair, resting his hands on the armrests. Preem sat in a lower and more comfortable chair. After some pleasantries, he asked about the patrol’s search for the killer. The elder said he directed the patrol to Narbend. “So far, the murderer only kills in Narbend and Castin,” the Elder said in conclusion.
“And the nobleman’s daughter?” Preem asked, wondering if a clue to the killer lay in how he killed a rich man’s child.
“Two weeks ago, the thirteen-year-old was going to visit a friend in Castin, she never arrived and was found some time later, her throat crushed. Lord Jallan called for a search of the entire district, but they did not find the killer. He may have gone south to Narbend, where the people are poorer.” Preem nodded his understanding; the girl’s fine clothes would alert the killer that they would search for him. It was a mistake to kill someone so prominent. Preem wondered if it was a clue to the killer’s psyche. “And one other thing,” the Elder added, “one witness said he knocked a victim down without touching her.”
“Indeed?” Preem thought about the implications. Could this be an apprentice of the northern wizard? His mission to the Valley of Towers remained vital, but that itch at the back of his neck meant something. He didn’t know what – he never did. But the years had taught him to heed the itch.
Elder Jon broke into his thoughts. “This man is a monster. He uses his hands to squeeze the life out of them.”
“Indeed, but I have other duties that pull me in a different direction.” The realization that the killer was probably associated with the enemy wizard caused him to think more about the situation. If he is a student of Harpin’s grand wizard, then he is here for a reason. To create fear or to force Preem to take action. The enemy would know this apprentice had no chance against him. Yet here he was, making sure Otanic and Preem knew he was here. Preem had to assume it was a trap to distract him from his goal. “My first concern is the kingdom,” Preem mumbled half to himself, “and I must protect it.”
“And this killer? Is he not a menace to the kingdom, Sir Wizard?”
Preem continued to think about his role in the realm. His whole life had been about helping the people, yet Brodia showed that he was also stubborn in his approach. He wouldn’t have thought about giving his blanket to protect that baby. It wasn’t that he didn’t care; it was that he didn’t see. Then there was the concern over this killer’s magic capabilities. Clearly, it was elemental magic, but magic nonetheless. If the Gods willed it, the killer would come to him, so he could end the threat without too much delay from his primary purpose.
“I must travel to the Valley of the Towers, but I will change my route,” Preem said after a moment. “With the patrol seeking this monster in Narbend, he may flee to Castin, so I will pass through there.”
“Thank you, Sir Wizard.”
He left the elder’s house to walk over to the market, where he detected the silver-stone. He spotted Brodia with her distinctive beret. She carried a small package of clothing. “Do you have the supplies?” he asked, and she nodded. “Show me your new boots.” She held them out. They were cheaply stitched. “These won’t do. You need to purchase stronger boots next time.”
“These were the best boots the poorest merchant had.” She sounded irritated. “I was doing as you said.”
She was angry, but he saw this as a moment for an important lesson. “You have to learn when being dogged is wrong. You can’t allow my advice to lead you to bad decisions. I leave immediately for Castin. Return the warmer clothes to the merchants, do not ask for a refund; it’s our gift to them. Keep the knife, though. Wear it on your belt.”
“Are we still going to the Barrens?” she snapped.
“Yes, but this murderer has been shown to me for a reason. I will allow the Gods to bend my path through Castin.” He saw her pout turn to a smile. Was she happy to delay the trip into the mountains? “This pleases you?”
“Too many times, the authorities don’t cares much about men murdering women,” Brodia said, staring into his eyes as if challenging him to deny her words.
“My quest is still in the mountains, and normally, I find myself deflected for a purpose I cannot see at the time.”
“Well, it gives us a chance to stop this bastard who kills young women.” She turned to go back into the market area.
He was pleased with the chance to stop the killer too. He waited while she gave her winter clothes back to the woman at the blue stall. Then, setting off on the Castin Road, he recognized that Brodia was ready for the next step. She was stronger now, resilient, and determined.
[image: image-placeholder]That evening, Preem selected a campsite near a stream. She laid out her blanket while he pulled in firewood from around the camp. Soon he had a blaze going.
“You can do a lot of different things with your magic,” she said as he magically stacked the firewood.
He was pleased to talk about his magic. “It’s only variations on the same thing. Just the same as you can use your hands to do many different chores. Nevertheless, magic comes with great responsibilities, especially toward those who cannot use it.”
“Are you the greatest wizard in history?” she asked. She sat beside the fire, warming her bare feet.
The question surprised him. In his mind, he was far from the greatest, knowing he had so much more to learn. “Grand Wizard Sarn was amazing. He could do so many things.” He still felt a catch in his throat when he talked about his Zenii. “Even now, I am only beginning to attempt things that he mastered long ago. One day he saved a farmhouse from a massive old oak tree threatening to fall on it. He ripped the entire tree, roots and all, from the ground.”
“I remembers my schoolteacher telling us about Sarn the Sage. Do you miss him much?”
“Indeed, I do. He was my Zenii, my teacher.” He took a deep breath to control his emotions. “Everything I am or ever will be, I owe to my Zenii.” The thought brought many memories of sitting beside a campfire listening to Zenii’s tales and his constantly reminding Preem to be respectful of the poor or anyone who could not protect themselves. He also remembered his master’s comments once about women using magic. Sarn was confident that women could never hope to master the d’sur. It was the one thing that nagged at Preem.
“Do you miss your family?” he asked her.
“I miss my Ma and her sympathy. The touch of her hand on my shoulder. Also, the feel of her breath when she whispered in my ear.”
“And your brother?”
“Not yet. It will be a while before I miss the pest,” she said with a smile.
“And your father?”
“Never!”
Now he understood. “I see,” he said, pouring all his understanding into those two words.
After the meal, he signaled Brodia to sit beside him. He saw the twinkle in her eye, she loved to play nanuj, but that wasn’t in his plans for her tonight. It was time to find out if he was right and Sarn was wrong. First, he had to get her to believe him. Chills ran up his spine as he thought of being alone again.
Pulling out his tarner, he stood it in front of her. “Hold this.” She reached out with both hands, holding his three-foot tarner reverently as if he’d made it of glass instead of fire-roasted wood. “Now, reach out with your mind to feel and see the waves coming from the top of it.” She closed her eyes and scrunched her face in concentration. “Open your eyes,” he whispered.
She did, but after a few moments, she shook her head. He saw the frustration on her face turn to anger. “I’ll not be made a fool of, ” she exclaimed as he frowned. “Men are always lying to me, getting me to do things I don’t want to do.”
“This is something you’ll want to do. I’ll never lie to you again, Brodia. This I swear to you in the names of the Gods.” He gazed into her green almond-shaped eyes, which were already showing the faintest wizard’s sparkle. He held her gaze; neither of them gave in. Then her stern expression relaxed.
“I believes you,” she said finally.
He smiled at her final agreement, plus that glimmer in her eyes. “Inside the top of my tarner is my wizard’s stone, what I call a d’dec. We call the waves d’sur, and they come from the d’dec. Try to see the d’sur spreading out in all directions, like the wind’s ripples on a pond.”
He watched her fingers clutching the tarner harder. She shook her head again. “I can’t.”
Remembering his own struggles to see the d’sur, he encouraged her further. “Relax your hands, don’t be so tense. Now, imagine a hand reaching out from your mind and stroking these d’sur. Running its fingers through them.”
Deciding to help a little, he reached out with his mind, entering his d’dec to push the d’sur. He created small ripples that moved the leaves lying on the forest floor. For him, the d’sur were as plain to see as the shimmering air above a candle.
“I can feel the dizzying pressures from your mind,” she said.
Preem exerted more pressure on the waves. The ripples began to tighten. Now he moved the nearby firewood. He saw her smile as she felt that pressure, but then she shook her head again. He suppressed his doubts. “Don’t be concerned. Only one in a thousand can see the waves coming from the d’dec,” he said. “It took me many weeks to see the waves for the first time.”
He pulled out the nanuj board. This time she did not seem so enthusiastic, wanting to keep trying to see the d’sur. He warned her against trying too hard.
“I haves so many questions,” she said, sounding miserable.
He thought for a moment before saying, “We will play a game. If you can survive until I have only five pieces left, then you can ask me any questions tomorrow.”
Brodia played a determined game, the best he’d seen her play. Blocking his attacks, swapping off pieces, and yes, she made it until they had five pieces each. Her position was weak, so she lost soon afterward. But her resolve had earned her some answers.
“Time for sleep,” he said, putting away the game. “We came a long way today, and I’m tired.” She got up reluctantly to go to her blanket, but he stopped her. “Sleep with my tarner again. Dream about the d’sur that come from the d’dec embedded in its top.”
He gave her his tarner and watched as she stepped around the fire to lie on her blanket. Something strange stirred within him. It wasn’t just the thought of being alone that saddened him. It was not having her around that frightened him most.
[image: image-placeholder]His ankle ached in the cooler morning air. He stamped his feet, but that only made the pain from that seven-year-old injury worse. The farms around Randford were mostly pastures with sheep or cattle grazing in them. It was very different from what they would see around Castin. He looked forward to Brodia’s reaction when she first saw the windmills.
“Here’s your tarner,” Brodia said, handing his walking stick to him.
This far from the Otan River, they were well beyond the edge of its broad valley. Here, the flat land of the valley had become undulating ground. And soon they reached the forest separating Randford from Castin. Even a couple of hands past sunrise, the forest was cold, though he saw the red sunlight flashing through the treetops. Gazing around, he noticed the dew sparkling on the green ferns whose tops remained curled, waiting for the sun’s warmth.
Here, outside the fertile valley, the trees had moss growing on their roots. Everywhere he glanced, there was a green sheen. A refreshing scent lifted his spirits despite the rising ground. Preem enjoyed this invigorating atmosphere most of all, and his stride grew lighter. The sun finally penetrated the forest’s canopy, burning off the moisture from the moss and ferns. It dispelled the pleasant morning scent.
He set the pace as she fell into stride beside him. No words passed between them until the sun evaporated the dew from the tree’s foliage. He wondered if she remembered that she’d earned the right to ask him questions. He hoped she hadn’t as he enjoyed teaching her.
Finally, she asked her first question. “How did you feels when Sarn the Sage asked you to be his apprentice?”
The question surprised him; he had been expecting a question about the wizard’s craft. “I was scared. How could I be a wizard? Later I was more scared of not seeing the d’sur. At first, I didn’t believe they existed.”
“And why does you need your servant to sees the d’sur?”
It was the question he expected, so he had taken time last night to prepare a good answer. “As my assistant, it is useful if you can see the magic. You can warn the people around me to keep away from the edges of my magic. However, if you can’t see the d’sur, you can’t see my magic.”
“And if I sees the d’sur, I can be your partner?” she said. “It’s what you promised before.”
“Yes, Brodia. If you see the d’sur, you will be my partner.” He smiled, but she didn’t seem as pleased.
It was a few minutes before she changed the subject and asked her next question. “Does you miss your mother? Have you ever been back?”
Her questions seemed to poke at his soul as it had been nine years since he saw his family. But he found himself relieved to answer. “At first, it was a hole in my heart. However, my duty has kept me away all these years.”
“You’ve never been back. Can you not flies like the Gray Wizard?”
Preem thought of the days after becoming a journeyman wizard when he could have flown back by himself. His power had grown so fast he was a danger to himself and all around him. When he was more disciplined, he knew what his duty meant. “Indeed, I could have returned, but I never have.”
“Now you says your duty is in the mountains, yet you don’t flies there. I sees you limping in the morning. Flying will be easier on your bad foot.”
This was the question he most expected. It deserved a thoughtful answer, so he stopped. She turned to face him. He caught her eye for a moment before she looked down. He thought about his curiosity all those years ago. He’d been too timid to ask Wizard Sarn this very question, though he wanted to ask it many times. Eventually, the answer became evident to him.
“Making life easy for yourself makes you weak.” He picked his words. “A weak wizard can only do weak magic. So, we walk to make nothing easy for ourselves. Everything we do is preparation for what comes next. This is true for all life and all people.” He paused for a second. “We are going to the Valley of Towers. No wizard should ever fly there. I must earn the journey through hard work and determination.”
He turned then to continue along the Castin Road. She kept pace with him easily. When he glanced at her face, he found her smiling, almost bouncing along. Something he said had released her energy. As they walked, he realized they had fallen into the same rhythm, like dancers. Her presence lifted his spirits and added a renewed bounce to his steps.
“So, you says all this walking makes you strong,” she said after a while. “Can you pulls that tree outta the ground like Sarn the Sage?” She pointed to a thick beech tree that stood thirty feet from the roadway. It was the biggest in sight.
“I can, but I won’t,” he replied. It was like the young princess, wanting him to show her something magical every day when he was an apprentice. “I’ll not show off.”
“Ha. Just likes I thought.” Brodia didn’t say another word.
Preem felt dejected. How could she lift his spirits only to rip them again so quickly? In frustration, his mind turned back to his plan.
It would take them another four days to reach Castin. Then three more days to cross the foothills before they came to the mountains. Seven days total to the Western Mountains. Then he would find that cliff and throw her off. Yes, besides her infuriating ways, things were going well.




[image: image-placeholder]
fourteen
Stranger Danger


Brodia gazed around at the moss infiltrating the roots of the trees. Everything was so different. So alive. His answer about not making it easy by flying gave new life to her tired legs. When she’d asked that question, she was sure he was about to scold her for being insolent. Then his answer changed her view of wizardry. She imagined that her farmgirl life was preparation for being a wizard’s wife. 
It was a pity he wouldn’t show her how strong he was. Didn’t he know she just wanted to see his power? There was no harm in that if he cared about her. How magnificent would it be to see a tree pulled out of the ground as if by one of the Gods? But Preem wasn’t a god. He was a man. Maybe a tree was too much for his magic. Perhaps all he could manage was rescuing a baby.
That evening, Preem again had her hold his tarner. She tried with all her energy to see those waves that he claimed came from his wizard’s stone. The more she tried and failed, the more frustrated she became. Seeing the d’sur was now the most important thing to her. It meant something. She sensed it was important to him too.
She lay with his tarner, striving to see the d’sur. She waited, more hopeful than scared, but he didn’t come to her; she was still a servant. It was her inability to see the d’sur that held him back each night. She drifted asleep, dreaming of waves spreading out from the tarner she hugged to herself. The waves flew out and away like a campfire’s bright sparks through the night sky.
The following two days on the way to Castin, saw the road continue to rise and fall as they passed over hills. By now, the moss on the trees extended partway up their trunks. The thick moss on the network of exposed roots was like a green sleep-rug.
They broke out of the forest during the morning of the fourth day. Now the road passed between farmer’s fields. The sight in front amazed Brodia. She saw windmills standing at the tops of hills throughout the undulating land. A few were white; most were other light shades, and all their vanes turned regally in the steady breeze she felt. Here the crops were once again wheat, barley, and oats. In school, the teachers mentioned this was the center of milling in Otanic. Yet those stories did little justice to the sight of these pastel giants guarding the fields of green wheat.
She saw more people walking along the road in the summer sun, although Preem did little more than nod an acknowledgment as they passed. She sensed the reserve from these passersby. It was like they feared him and didn’t trust him. She remembered the warning Ma gave about wizards being able to kill anyone on a whim. But now, she knew Preem would never do that. When she saw these reactions, her sense of wanting to help him only grew stronger.
It took until the afternoon to reach the edge of Castin. By then, she had passed ten or more windmills, each facing toward the western breeze. Approaching the village, Brodia marveled at the vividly colored houses. Most of the wooden homes were two stories high. While, in the distance, the Western Mountains dominated the skyline above the rooftops. They looked near enough to touch. However, Preem said the mountains were another three days away.
Everything was glorious, so new and exotic. It was the land of magic. The very air itself was different, alive and invigorating. She could never have dreamed of such beauty. The gray-blue mountains, some tipped in white, towering over the red, blue, green, and yellow houses clustered in front of her. She wondered yet again about those Western Mountains and the legends. Could it be true that those majestic mountains were barren of life except for the murderous Arrox?
The one nagging problem was seeing those waves. To see them would make this feeling of rebirth complete.
Inside the village, she saw two taverns abutting the village green. Preem strode to the pastel blue one. Above the door, the shingle showed an old wizard with a lightning bolt coming from his mastyon as he destroyed the soldiers dressed in Harpinian blue. The red script said the tavern’s name was the Last Chance. As she dropped off her blanket in the mastyon room, Preem described the shingle’s depiction. It was Sarn the Sage defeating the first kingdom’s army. In that battle, Sarn’s first apprentice, Jastur, died.
Back outside in the sunshine, she stopped beside the market as Preem gave instructions. “Here are five crowns; we need provisions for twelve days. Buy yourself warm clothes for the mountains, including sturdy boots. Have everything sent to the tavern. Once you’re done, you can explore the village. Ask around, see what rumors are in the air about the killer.”
“Yes, Wizard Preem.” She watched him stride away, swinging his tarner. His steps kicked up little puffs of dust into the dry air.
She strolled around the stalls in the market. Her hand reached into her pocket to feel the silver-stone Preem had given her when they first started on this journey. Her fingers caressed its smooth surface as she thought of his dark and peaceful face. She’d never give it back.
Many women bustled around the market; everyone was busy except for an unusually tall man leaning against the bright-yellow wall near the blue stalls.
Castin had to be a large village because it had several red stalls selling meats. She glanced at each merchant standing behind the stalls. Finally, she settled on the woman whose dress seemed the most muddled.
Stepping up to the stall, she smiled. “Good afternoon. Do you haves sixty strips of dried meat?”
“Yes, ma’am, I do. Only five eighths.”
“Done.” Then she surprised herself by adding, “I’ll gives you another half-eighth for delivering to the Last Chance.”
“Oh no, ma’am. We’ll deliver for free.”
Brodia smiled conspiratorially, leaning over the stall to say, “I works for Wizard Preem. We will pays an extra half-eighth. Now, tells me which merchant I should buys my bread from.”
She felt like she was flying as she walked over to the yellow stall the meat merchant indicated. She quickly bought two loaves, one of a harder bread that would keep several days. Helping the unfortunate people gave her a new view of life. She breathed in the refreshing air as she glanced around. That tall man was watching her. She grinned at him; everything here was so full of life!
Brodia went to the lone blue stall that sold men’s clothing to buy a thicker shirt. At the black booth, she purchased a warm leather jerkin and tried a pair of rugged boots that the merchant assured her were suitable for hiking through the mountains. She looked for the tall man as she left the market area, but he was gone.
She would stroll around the village searching for anyone who could be the strangler. The villain would be warped somehow with a face that would even scare a fox. She could look for a nanuj game to ask the players if they had seen someone like that. Later, she would be in the foothills and then the Barrens themselves. If she could find this killer before then, she could walk happy. This thought reminded her that Preem made her feel safer than she’d felt for many years.
Brodia turned to walk between two market storehouses. The area seemed deserted. As she walked past the storehouse entrance, she heard a man’s soft voice.
“Hi, miss.”
She was tempted to move on but remembered she wanted to gather information. “What does you want?” It was the tall thin man, dressed in dark green. Something about the man sent chills down her spine. A part of her said run, but another part said she had to know.
“I saw you in the market and thought this ribbon would go well with your … clothes,” he said. His voice was enticing, like her favorite history teacher.
“You’re full of horse manure.” Brodia turned to walk on, though her hand dropped down to grip the hilt of her knife. 
A second later, she felt the mild dizziness of a wizard’s magic coming from this stranger. A colder chill ran through her body as she pulled out her knife. She had it in her hand when the very air itself hit her hard enough to knock her over onto her back. The man stood over her, as she tried to scramble backward. She felt pressure on her chest, pushing her into the dusty dirt. She reached to stab his leg with her knife, but he kicked it out of her hand.
Brodia cried out, more in shock than pain. The slap across her face stunned her into silence. Memories of her father came flooding back. Never again, she thought.
The stranger stepped back, grabbing her legs to drag her into one of the buildings. She twisted and kicked with her legs to get away, choking on the dust stirred up in the dry air.
“If you don’t struggle, I won’t hurt you.”
She didn’t believe him. The man stood over her again, so she kicked him hard. His punch rocked her head, taking all her senses for a second; she coughed and gasped. An unknown force still had her pinned. In the cloud of dust, she saw waves spreading from the end of the stick the stranger held by his head. The waves created patterns in the dusty air.
At first, mesmerized, she realized the deadly danger as the man sat astride her hips. “Get off you -- ” His hand clasped her throat, cutting off her half-begun shout. She saw his eyes staring into hers. Even as she gasped to breathe, she realized his eyes shone like Preem’s. He relaxed his grip as a surprised look came over his face.
Instinctively she knocked his hand away and wriggled backward with her hips to escape. The waves continued to ripple through the dusty air. She took two quick gasps, spluttering spittle as the dust made her retch. His face was just inches from hers as she felt his hand cut off her air again. Once again, a force pinned her back into the dirt. Brodia swept her hands to each side, searching for anything. The fingers of her left hand brushed something. It was out of her reach. The pain of not breathing dominated her thoughts, but she tried again by rocking her hips to make room and stretching out her left hand. This time she felt the wooden leg. She grabbed it. Then with the last of her strength, she swung it. The stool hit the man about his ear, knocking him off her. Immediately the pressure and dizziness disappeared. She scrambled back, kicking up more choking dust.
Through the cloud, she saw the tall man staggering away. Spittle ran down her front from her coughing and uncontrollable retching. She reached to rub her throat. She wanted to lie down until she got her breath back, but she needed to find Preem to warn him first. Stumbling out of the warehouse, she headed back to the market. The people stood staring at her.
“Which ways to the elder’s house?” she said as her voice came in pants. No one responded. “Please help me!”
To the side, she saw the merchant from before, pointing toward Brodia’s right. She set off running.
Ahead she saw the open square. To the left of the square stood a large stone house. She jogged to the portico and banged on the door with her fist. Impatient, she pounded on it harder. The door opened a little as a short woman looked at her with disgust.
“Who are you? You’re not from around here,” the housemaid said.
“I must sees Wizard Preem. Is he here?” Brodia asked, struggling to speak clearly around the dust that still choked her. “I’m Brodia, Wizard Preem’s servant.”
“The wizard doesn’t have a servant. Go away!”
She called out, “Preem, it’s Brodia.” The housemaid slammed the door in her face.
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fifteen
Waves in the Dust


Preem listened to the elder updating him on the murderer rumored to be in the Narbend area. A persistent banging on the front door pulled his attention away for a moment; the person at the door was arguing with the housemaid. Only a tiny part of Preem’s attention was on the commotion when he heard his name called out. It was Brodia, and she was in trouble. He hurried to the front of the house. 
As he reached to open the door, the pounding came again. He opened the door to find Brodia’s battered face. Preem grabbed her arm, pulling her inside. The left side of her face was red and her eye puffy. A thin trail of blood ran from her nose through the dust that covered her face.
“He used magic to try to kills me,” she gasped. “The killer, he’s here.”
He wanted to comfort her, but he didn’t have time for that. “Tend to her,” he commanded the housemaid. Easing Brodia out to arm’s length, he gazed into her bloodshot eyes. “Stay here. I’ll find this man.” 
Running across the porch, he leaped onto a flying platform he magically formed underneath him to fly to the middle of the square, intent on finding and killing this magician that attacked his Brodia. Holding his tarner up in the air, he studied the expanding waves. It was a way to detect another d’dec, but it was a new skill for him. He could only search an area the size of this village.
His anger blocked his sensitivity to the waves. So, he closed his eyes to take deep breaths, holding each one to calm himself. Years of training helped him slow his heart and relax his mind.
After several minutes, he reached out again to study the ripples from his tarner for any subtle signs of interference. This time, the houses blocked his range. He needed height. Spreading his arms, he created a triple split with eight d’sur fists, the second skill that marked him as a grand wizard. He reformed a flat flying platform under his feet and rose above the houses. D’sur fists clamped onto nearby buildings to stabilize the platform.
Two hundred feet above the ground, the entire village lay below him. To the west, the road rose toward the forest that covered the foothills. He searched again. The waves from his d’dec spread out like ripples; now, they covered the whole village. Closing his eyes, he studied the ripples with his mind for the slightest aberration – nothing within the village’s boundaries. Wizard Sarn had taught him this skill before he left, intending for Preem to use it in the Valley of the Towers, but now he needed a wider range. He cursed under his breath because he didn’t have it.
Brodia said the man used magic, which was enough for him. Hanging in the air with his eyes closed, he thought about the murderer; which way would he go? Doing magic meant he was part of Harpin’s mysterious wizard team. So north was possible, as was south toward Narbend. The least likely directions were east toward Kefnu or west toward the Barrens.
Brodia had survived, thank the Gods, but did he owe her this villain’s head? Surely yes. Yet he also owed the realm its safety from the other threats out of Harpin. And the snows would soon close the High Pass. He also owed himself the knowledge of what happened to his beloved Zenii.
Preem opened his eyes. Using a gripping-fist to latch onto a tree, he pulled his flying platform through the air. He went north toward Harpin.  Following the northern road, he was soon far beyond the village. He used most of his eight d’sur fists to control the lifting-hand as he sped north. Still, he used one to scan for any d’decs ahead of him. It took two years of hard study to develop the double split that allowed him to fly. This novice could not be capable of flying yet.
He traveled a league along the northern road scanning for the killer’s d’dec but found nothing. Preem reasoned that the killer could not have gone this far, even on horseback. Returning to Castin, Preem searched along the road until he was near the village’s northern edge. The search to the north had taken several minutes, but the killer, or Harpinian apprentice, should still be near the village.
He flew a wide arc beyond the village edge, circling the township from the north and around through the east. Below he saw the many windmills that dotted the fields. Each gave a place for someone to hide from his eyes, but not from his scans when he was this high. South of the village, he saw the Narbend Road cutting through the farmer’s fields. From this height, the fields appeared a soft green as the grain crops were two months from the harvest. The pastel-colored windmills looked like watchmen from this height.
Half a league in the distance, he spied a dust cloud hanging over the road. He flew toward it as fast as he could, eager to engage whoever created it. Approaching the cloud, he caught flashes of light that could only be the polished metal of the king’s patrol. He dropped to the roadbed near a fence’s stile to await the cloud’s arrival.
After a minute, Preem saw the dust cloud resolve itself into the dark red of the mounted soldiers. The horsemen stopped in front of him, and he waited for the gentle breeze to dispel the wispy dust cloud.
“Good day, Wizard Preem.” The patrol’s sergeant twisted in his saddle to face Preem, who remained sitting on the stile. “Is your important quest taking you south of Castin, sir?”
“No, Sergeant,” Preem replied. “But the villain you seek has attacked another woman in Castin. I searched for his magical presence in the village and to the north, but I cannot detect him.”
“Yes, sir?” the sergeant said. Then after a moment’s reflection, he added, “These magicians can be cunning, sir. Any description of this one?”
“Stop at the elder’s house. My assistant, Brodia, was the one attacked. She can give you an idea of what he looks like.”
“Yes, sir.” The sergeant turned in the saddle to signal the patrol. They broke into a trot. Soon the dust began filling the air once more. Preem rose back into the air. He had some time to reach the elder’s house before the patrol. Below, he saw the soldiers increase to a steady canter toward Castin.
[image: image-placeholder]Shortly, he was back inside the elder’s house. He called for Brodia. She appeared wearing one of the housemaid’s dresses. The side of her face was already turning purple, while the puffiness had partially closed her left eye. But her face was clean of the dust, and she was steady on her feet.
“I want to kills the bastard!” she said as soon as he saw her.
“Excellent.” He smiled, satisfied with her reaction. “The patrol will be here soon. Can you give a good description of the ‘bastard’?” She nodded. He led her outside into the sunlight, where they sat on the stone steps leading up to the portico. “I’ve searched the village for his wand but could not find it.”
“It wasn’t the gray man I saws in Widemouth,” she said. He agreed, warning her that the wizard in gray could have easily killed her. He was impressed that this knowledge did not seem to scare her. Instead, she asked, “Are we going to continue to searches for the killer beyond the village?”
“Nothing would please me more, but my quest takes me into the mountains where I seek a weapon to defeat Harpin.” Glancing at her puffy face, he saw confusion.
“He tried to kills me,” she said softly but firmly. “I may only be your servant, but doesn’t that counts for anything?”
“Indeed it does, and everyone he has attacked deserves having their killer found.” Preem paused to think. He’d been a fool. The quest to find the mysterious d’dec that called to his master had consumed his thoughts. So much so that he hadn’t considered her feelings. Now he found himself defending a plan that must seem heartless to her. “Had he killed you, I would have searched the kingdoms to kill him. However, he didn’t, so my original mission must still come first.”
“But he’s killing other girls. Aren’t you a hero for all the people?”
Her words stung again. It took a moment for him to answer. As always, he relied on the simple truth to show him the way. “I try to be a defender for all the people. Thousands of people may die if I fail. Men, women, and children. The nobleman and the farmer,” he said. “Being a wizard comes with responsibilities. I must weigh the greatest good, while I have only the Gods for guidance.”
“Fancy words, I’m sure. But it would takes but a few days to rids our kingdom of this murderer of women. Even your drudge should be worth that much!”
“My assistant,” he corrected.
“Sweet or sour, it’s still an apple. You uses the sweet name; I likes the sour. Either way, I’m your servant. And a servant’s life should be worths more than a moment’s inconvenience.”
He glanced at her face again; she stared straight ahead, angry. He took a deep breath. “The realm was at peace when Wizard Sarn chose me. I had time to adjust to his world. You don’t have that time. Of all the realities that we face, I’m most regretful for that one.”
But his words had little effect on her mood. “More fancy words. Do we leaves now, Sir Wizard?”
“No. We’ll stay the night.”
“So, the great Preem the Crusher will gives his drudge the night to recovers. Well, I don’t needs it. So, we can leaves now if you’re in such a hurry.”
Before he could answer, the patrol trotted up to the gate. If the sergeant was surprised to see him sitting there, he gave no sign of it.  The horses all faced the portico, shuffling their feet, eager for action. Meanwhile, the men held their lances, seated in their saddles as if their mothers birthed them on horseback.
“Hello, Sergeant,” Brodia called out, anger still tinging her voice.
“Ma’am. I hope you aren’t too badly hurt. Wizard Preem tells us that you can describe this creature that attacked you.”
“The man you’re seeking is tall with a thin, pallid face,” she said. “Early twenties. Light brown hair and no facial hair.”
The sergeant indicated to one of the soldiers, who dismounted, standing at attention by his horse’s head. “As tall as Wiston here?”
“A little taller, I believes, Sergeant, plus he was wearing a dark green jacket with dark pants.”
“Excellent, ma’am.” The sergeant turned his horse. “Any specific suggestions, Sir Wizard.”
“I have searched this village but could not find him. I also searched to the north but found nothing along the road. I believe he is from Harpin, so north still seems to be the best option for finding him,” Preem answered slowly. “And if you should find him, he has magical abilities. You should attack him fast and from two or more sides. He lacks experience, so he’ll be slow and unable to defend in more than one direction.”
“Very good. We’ll search off the road to the north.” The sergeant waved his arm, and the patrol set off toward the north. The sergeant delayed for a moment, turning back to Brodia. “We’ll get the monster, ma’am.” Then he was off, cantering to overtake his patrol.
[image: image-placeholder]“Come, Brodia. We have to talk.” Preem stepped back inside the house to lead the way to the guest room. She sat on the bed while he remained standing. She seemed anxious. “Describe what happened exactly,” he said. “Try to remember every detail.”
He listened while she described purchasing the provisions and mountain clothes. She talked fast, and he had to ask her to slow down a couple of times. Her story ended with her banging on the elder’s door.
“I saws ’em, Preem,” she blurted out, “I saws the waves, the d’sur, in the dust!”
“In the dust? That’s very good,” he said. He needed more details about the killer while they were fresh in her mind. “Did this man follow you in the market?”
“I ... I don’t knows. Maybe so. I remembers seeing him once or twice.”
“How were his eyes? Did he react when he saw yours?”
“A little likes yours. Why would he reacts to mine?”
He ignored her question, pushing for more details. “You said he choked you with one hand. Left or right?”
“I don’t knows.” Her voice betrayed some frustration.
“And you say he slowed for a second, giving you a chance to catch your breath and find a weapon. Why?”
“I don’t knows, alright! He was killing me.”
“Well, you don’t know enough!” he said brusquely. He regretted his harsh words the moment they left his lips.
“Did you hears me?” she snapped back. “I saws the d’sur coming from his stick. I didn’t miss that, Wizard Preem Forma!”
“His wand ... Yes, I heard. You saw them in the dust cloud,” he said. He took a breath to slow himself down. A lot more happened here than Brodia understood, but he could not change that for now. Instead, he adjusted his approach to her close encounter. “Can you see the d’sur now? As they come streaming out from my tarner?”
Preem watched as she focused on the top of his tarner. Soon, her shoulders slumped, and she shook her head. “No.”
He took another deep breath; she was upset, and he wasn’t helping. “That’s alright, Brodia. You saw the waves moving the dust particles. It’s a good start, but not the same as seeing the d’sur in clean air.”
She gazed at the floor in defeat. Then she took a deep breath before her resolve came back. “I will sees ’em soon, with or without any damn dust.”
He smiled. “I believe you will. It’s rare for people to see the d’sur move the dust. You are no ordinary person.”
“Can we leaves now?”
“You need another day to recover your strength. This man almost killed you.” Even as he said these words, his stomach clenched at the thought of losing her.
But she shook her head. “I need to walks the shame of this village off me. You said we walks to build endurance. Well then, I want to goes now. You says this d’dec thing you seeks is special. Will it help kills this bastard that strangles girls?”
“Indeed, and I need it to defeat Harpin,” Preem replied. He was pleased to see these words brought her determination back. Still, he wanted to give her another day to recover before she faced the rigors of the Barrens. “But one day will not make a difference to completing my task.”
 Brodia shook her head. “If this bastard is in the foothills, we may finds him.”
Waiting out the day was for the best, but he didn’t want to break her determination, so he agreed. He let Brodia change into her warmer clothes. Then they retrieved their blankets from the Last Chance and left Castin village. They walked along the narrow Mountain Road that climbed toward the foothills hidden in the forest.
It would be three days through these foothills plus another three days into the mountains before they reached the novice cliff. He said a silent plea to the Gods that his plan would work.




The Barrens
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sixteen
The Farmer with no Name


The tall, lean man, dressed in the dark green jacket, hurried along the narrow road due west, away from the village of Castin. Yarin knew he’d taken too many risks attacking those girls, taking the easy way to satisfy the curse of his impulses. That last girl had smashed some sense into him,  the bitch! He reached his hand tenderly to feel his bloody right ear. She’d almost knocked him out, which would have been the end of him. And her eyes! Those almond-shaped eyes had that shine to them. Not intense like his master Quon’s, but it was enough to put him off.
Now, he swiveled his head, searching, probing for pursuit from Castin. The road was empty in both directions. So he looked higher in the sky. Behind him, to the east, he spotted a large bird flying above the town. Something seemed off. Watching intently, he realized it wasn’t moving; it wasn’t a bird!
He threw himself under a bush by the side of the road. In the dry ditch beneath the shade, he waited, breathing shallowly. The flying man had to be Otanic’s wizard. He sifted through his memories of stories about the fourth kingdom and their wizards. One had been called wise, but his apprentice was a mean bastard who killed at will. The last thing Yarin needed was to meet a wizard who was nasty like himself. He suspected a connection between the wizard and the girl with the green hat.
If she were with the Otanic wizards, then those wizards would now be looking for him, and his life was in danger. The last time he was in Harpin, he saw his Zenii’s power. If this Otanic wizard had a fraction of that same power, he could kill Yarin in a second. After several minutes, he risked peeking out. The sky was clear, so he crawled out. He saw the flying man moving away to the north, getting smaller. He rejoined the road to hurry toward the mountains. The foothills were less than half a league away. If he reached them, he could hide before the flying wizard returned.
Scurrying along the road, he checked the horizon for any black dots. When he saw one ahead of him, he ducked under another bush. But it turned out to be a hawk, flying lazy circles above the trees. Finally, the sanctuary of the forest lay a short distance ahead. Fear tempted him to jog, but that could attract more attention. At last, he reached the cover of the trees and continued to stride along until he no longer saw the fields behind him.
A half league into the woods took him over three foothills; it was enough protection. He sat at the top of a ridgeline, leaning his back against a small tree. Maybe he wasn’t that good. After all, he had the magic, but she’d bested him, scaring his urges out of him for now. He closed his eyes to let his mind go back to his youth. When he became old enough to defend himself, he could beat any girl that crossed him.
He was thirteen when he killed his first person. After surviving his first winter on the streets, he was confident that he could make it. He befriended a young girl, Abria, three years younger than him. He let her sleep in his alleyway; they were friends. Whenever he wanted to, she let him touch her; in return, he gave her food. They made a good team. Only now, the nights were getting longer and colder, so the street beggars began collecting anything to keep them warm during the long winter months.
One day he found Abria lying in their alley. Someone had stolen her blankets and beaten her unconscious. He looked after her as she slowly recovered, keeping her warm at night. Not once did he ask to touch her as she got better. Abria remained wrapped in his blanket for several days, too weak to fend for herself. During this time, the Big Girl found them. She wanted Abria’s clothes, claiming she would die anyway.
A strange feeling came into Yarin’s heart that day. He was going to defend his property, so he pulled out his cubbie, ready to make a fight of it. The girl was tall, maybe three or four years older than him, but he wouldn’t back down.
Though he didn’t remember much about the fight, he remembered catching her a clean blow on her chin and seeing her collapse to the cobblestones. He hit her hard again on top of her head.
“Do you want her clothes?” he asked Abria, who nodded yes. So he stripped off the girl’s dress plus all her other clothes, giving everything to Abria. Then he helped Abria walk to another empty alley, not caring whether Big Girl was alive or dead.
The next day he went back. Big Girl was still lying naked on her back, her body white and looking so different than Abria’s. He kicked her to wake her up, but her body was strange as if made of wood. So he left her there.
It wasn’t long before the story got around that he killed Big Girl. From then on, the street folk treated him with respect. Since that day, he took whatever he wanted from a girl. If they tried to stop him, he beat them unconscious. He and Abria made it through that winter, but he lost her to the city guards in the summer.
And now, this bitch with the green hat had almost beaten him unconscious.
The distant rustling of leaves behind him snapped him back to the present. He dropped flat on his stomach, searching for the source of the noise. There, slightly to his right. Two people strode down the side of the last hill he’d crossed. Were they looking for him? He pushed himself down from the top of the ridge until he was out of their sight.
Slowly, stealthily, he moved north away from their path. He hadn’t gone far when the fear that this was the flying wizard consumed him. Yarin slipped under a blackberry bush, ignoring the scratches as he buried himself inside the bramble’s tangled vines.
He had only just settled into his hiding place when he heard and then glimpsed the two men moving through the woods in the distance. One ran ahead of the other as if playing a game. They were two lovers, out for a walk in the forest. Then he realized the one running ahead wore a green hat like that girl.
Yarin held his breath as they passed nearby and didn’t move until they disappeared over the next ridgeline toward the mountains. He crept back out to make his way north to his master in Harpin.
For the rest of the day, Yarin moved through the shade of the trees. The blood on his ear crusted over, and he nervously kept picking at it. The forested foothills were quiet now, the only sound being the shuffling of the dry leaves he kicked through on the forest floor.
That night he camped without starting a fire. Huddled in the cold, he thought about his life’s journey from when he was a street urchin. He reminded himself that his master had trained him. Moreover, after weeks of traveling, he found that mysterious valley deep in the cold, windswept mountains that were barren of all life except the Arrox.
It was him, he reminded himself, who faced those towers to find two wizard stones. He conquered one of them, bending it to his will. Plus, he alone had escaped from the Arrox chasing him.
Yes, he was the one who people should fear. He would be more forceful and give those bitches no chance to fight back. With time to reflect, his self-assurance came back.
The next day he ambled along, no point in pushing himself so hard. He’d have to find a horse in the next village and ride up the Northern Road to the border. He made his way through the forest, oblivious to the silvery trees that dominated this area.
[image: image-placeholder]Yarin gazed over the fields for any sign of a village or farmhouse. He was in the forest’s midafternoon shadows, but the open land offered little shade from this oppressive southern sun. In the distance, he could make out a small house with a barn. With luck, they had a horse to sell.
He made his way across the fields to the farmhouse. He took his time, knowing the farmer would be out on his land working. The farmhouse was one story, painted in a dull white that had seen several years of neglect. The slate roof had small patches of moss growing on its southern side.
He rapped on the door. When he received no response, he checked in the barn and found two horses. The dapple-gray mare was alert and moving about in her stall; the other horse seemed lethargic. It was important not to have yet another alarm raised on him while he lingered in the enemy’s territory, so he waited on a large rock. He needed time to get away from this area. Killing that girl in the fancy dress had been a mistake, one that he sometimes regretted until he remembered the wonderful way her eyes looked as he robbed them of their hopes in life.
Two hands passed before a man of advanced years came to the house. Yarin bowed to the man dressed in a dark-brown jerkin. The black dog behind the farmer sensed his master’s unease and barked.
“Good evening, sir,” Yarin said expansively. “I’ve been waiting for your return.”
“Hush Nollia,” the old man ordered the dog. “How may I help you, young man?” The farmer’s bald head reached only as high as Yarin’s chest.
“I’m making my way south. I’m hoping you have a horse to sell.” During the wait, he had time to think up a good story about needing to get south to the coast in time for a wedding. He wanted that gray mare.
“I might at that. You say you are heading south. You sound like you’re from Harpin.”
“I am, sir. I am coming from there, but my horse broke its leg in the forest, so I need to buy a new one. I have a long way to go with little time to get there.”
“Where’s your bridle and saddle?”
Yarin wasn’t expecting that question. “I’ve been walking for two days; I left them in the forest,” he lied quickly. “I can go back to retrieve them when I have a new mount.”
“Uhmm ... It looks like you hurt your ear in the fall. Come with me to the barn. I have a horse that I can spare to sell.”
“Thank you, good sir.”
The dog ran ahead of her master while Yarin followed behind. They went around to the back of the farmhouse where the old ruin of a barn stood. Several loose vertical wooden planks exposed gaps in the barn’s sides. The farmer pulled open the rickety door.
“This mare’s for sale.” The man indicated the lethargic chestnut whose best days were far in her past. “I only ask four crowns.”
“How much for the dapple-gray?” Yarin indicated the other stall.
“She’s not for sale. I need her,” the old man said. “You can take the chestnut to Castin village. Sell her there and buy a better nag.”
Disappointed, Yarin considered stealing the dapple-gray, but the farmer would raise the alarm. After a moment’s hesitation, he decided that killing the farmer could be difficult if discovered by his family. “I’ll give you five crowns if you throw in some fresh bread baked by your wife or daughter,” Yarin said.
“I live alone,” the farmer said. “Do you wish to purchase the chestnut mare?”
“Yes.” Yarin drew out his purse, heavy with ten Otanic crowns. He pulled out five crowns, saying, “Here’s an extra crown for a halter and to show no hard feelings.”
“Very nice of you.” The man took the crowns. “Do you have a name?” he asked as he pocketed the coins. He turned his back to Yarin so that he could open the chestnut mare’s stall.
“Yarin,” he replied, reaching for the gnarly wand tucked in his boot. Bringing it to his forehead, Yarin formed a d’sur fist before slamming it into the back of the older man’s head. “But I don’t want to know yours, old man.” The farmer collapsed unconscious.
Nollia stood guard over her master, snarling like a cornered badger. He hit her with a fist. The dog whimpered but wouldn’t leave her master. It took two more strikes, with the hardest d’sur fists he could muster, before she collapsed, unconscious, on the back of the farmer.
Yarin dragged the unconscious farmer and dog into the vacant stall, dumping them in the corner. He retrieved his five crowns before picking a halter off the peg and taking the dapple-gray out of her stall. After tying her up outside, he searched the ground around the barn. Lying beneath a bush was a smooth rock with the heft he wanted. Back inside the barn, he tied a string around the dog’s neck to hang it from a hook on a post. Then he adjusted the man’s body, so he lay on his front with his head resting on the hard-packed floor of the stall. Using the rock, he crushed the man’s skull in a single blow.
Standing back quickly, he was careful not to let the blood oozing across the floor touch his boots. He hated the sight of pooling blood. “Nothing personal, old man.” Back outside, he saddled up the dapple-gray mare and left her tied up outside the barn.
A quick ransack of the old house yielded another couple of crowns in small coins, plus food for a few days. Returning to the barn, he mounted the mare and rode off toward the north. 
It was time to end his quest for young girls so he could deliver the two stones to his master. Then I’ll come back to find that bitch and watch her green eyes fade as I strangle the life out of her with her green beret.
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seventeen
Wolf Pack


Brodia gazed around at the trees in wonder. She was sore from the attack and angry at Preem for not finding the strangler for the sake of the other girls he would kill.  
Not finding him had left a bad taste in her mouth, at least until she reached this forest. The endless maze of silvery-white trees inexplicably lightened her heart. Here, blackberry brambles with their light-pink flowers dotted the forest floor. Never before had she seen such a colorful display in a forest. The air felt light on her skin and in her lungs, lifting her spirits. Within a few minutes, she put this morning’s encounter behind her. She was seventeen and alive.
Preem’s pace had slowed on the uneven ground as they were either climbing or descending; nothing was flat in here. Between the low hills, a small stream chattered over moss-covered rocks. 
She ran ahead of Preem, hiding behind trees, jumping out to surprise him. Though in truth, he rarely seemed to be shocked. Damn his magic. Everything she did with the boys when she was two years younger, she did now with Preem. But he continued to stride along with nothing more than a brief smile at her attempts to pull him out of his single-minded focus.
That night they camped beside a stream that was barely a trickle. As usual, he selected a spot where a gap in the trees afforded him a view of the sky. As soon as she sat by the fire, exhaustion robbed her muscles of any power, and she stared into the flames hugging her knees to her chest.
Before the sun could set, he handed his tarner to her. The instructions were the same; try to see the waves. Flooding back into her mind came her frustrations with the tall murderer, with Preem, and with the injustices in the world of men. This time, she said to herself, she’d pretend to study the tarner’s end. However, she soon found herself concentrating again. She willed her mind to see the waves, stifling the desire to scream out in frustration at her failure. After a while, he told her to stop, taking back his tarner.
For a few minutes, she volleyed questions at him about the Arrox and the valley he was taking her to. He assured her that these things existed, and he told her the Arrox ate people. She shuddered at the thought.
When the conversation moved to the murderer of young women, Brodia sensed that challenging him as she did her father would not work. So, she decided on a different approach, asking him, “Did I fails you today?”
“No, Brodia.” He passed over a loaf of bread. “You did well. You stopped this man from killing you, you got the warning to me, plus you remembered what he looked like.” She forcefully tugged a hunk of bread from the loaf. “I see you remain annoyed,” he said, gently pulling off another piece of bread. “Why?”
“Two things anger me,” she said sharply before tearing off a mouthful of her bread with her teeth. She chewed to give herself a few moments to reflect on her feelings. “One is not stopping that murderer. The other is my failure to sees the waves you claims comes from the top of your tarner.”
“Indeed, these waves do exist; you should trust me in this fact.” He twirled his tarner before laying it beside him. “It took me at least a month before I saw them.” He gently pulled off another piece of bread before popping it into his mouth.
It may have taken him a while, but she wouldn’t be satisfied with being just as good. She wanted to see the waves now. “You says you wants me to see these waves without any dust to help; you says it’s important for a reason you won’t tells me. Nor will you says how these waves look. Why can’t you tell me what to looks for?”
He sat for a moment before answering. “If you see the waves, you will know what they are. I can only describe them as the head of a dandelion that has gone to seed. The waves come out from all points. The waves want to stay in the same shape, but a wizard can control them, make them move in one direction, just as you can blow the seeds.”
Brodia watched Preem’s face as he spoke. After many years of men’s lies, she was confident in her ability to spot a lie. In his description, she saw he was being truthful. “And you says if I sees these waves, I’ll be your partner.”
“Indeed. If you can see the waves, you can help me when I do magic.” His eyes changed a little as he said these words, and her heart sank. “Be patient; it will come to you when you are most afraid.” That was the truth again, but it made no sense.
“What in the names of the Gods does that mean? Wasn’t I scared when the man strangled me?” Her hands reached to touch her discolored neck.
“Yes, and you saw the waves in the dust. You just weren’t ready to see the waves without the dust.”
“I want to sees the waves!” She hated the petulant tone in her voice, fearing it made her sound weak. “And I hates not finding that tall bastard. It’s not for me, but for all the girls he’s yets to murders.”
“Patience, Brodia. Getting to the Valley and seeing the waves will help stop that murderer. You must see the waves first.”
Again, the damned cryptic answer; she reached for her ear once more.
[image: image-placeholder]The next day, after a deep, dreamless sleep, her high spirits were back. These forests and the wonder of seeing something new everywhere invigorated her soul. The undergrowth thinned out as strange trees with dark green needle leaves grew among the silvery trees. While the air became cooler with a strange new scent that Preem identified as pine. At the top of each hill, she could see the mountains looking down on them. Brodia marveled at the loneliness of these forests. She heard the birds with the occasional rustling sound. But otherwise, the forest seemed devoid of any life. 
A bigger mystery was how did he know which way to go. She had settled into a rhythm with him, never questioning where they were going. At the top of each ridge, he pointed confidently with his tarner at the direction they were to walk.
The heavy-barked conifer trees soon dominated the forest. The silver trees were scarce now. Here the undergrowth was a mat of pine needles that allowed them to stride side-by-side. This smell of pine was new to her; she marveled at how much the land changed within the kingdom, and she had only seen a fraction of it.
Sometimes she ran ahead to hide again. But now, she tried to startle Preem by throwing the hard pine cones at him. None reached him. Initially, she assumed it was her aim, but then she threw a tightly closed pine cone that was about to hit him in the face, it suddenly dropped to the ground a foot from his head. Damn his magic. It made every game one-sided.
On one of her excursions into the trees, she saw a patch of white mushrooms sprouting in the shade of two pine trees growing together. Brodia studied one briefly. Its gills were black, while its top was white. Plus, it smelled right. She loved the taste of roasted mushrooms. Here was a chance to win his respect by feeding him her favorite food. Excited at the opportunity to show him something from her life, she picked two handfuls to stuff into her pockets.
She showed them to Preem as he chewed on his dried meat that evening. “These tastes wonderful when lightly roasted,” she said, dusting any lingering dirt from each mushroom’s stem.
“Where did you find these?” He took one to study. “Mushrooms are poisonous. You should never eat them.” He tossed it away into the forest night. 
His flippant response angered her a little, but she didn’t want this to be a fight. So, she calmed herself, saying, “Nonsense, I finds these around our farm. These are edible. I prepares them whenever I can finds some.” She pulled some embers from the fire and placed a few mushrooms on top to cook. “You have to makes sure they don’t cooks too much.” She flipped them back off after two minutes. He watched her actions closely with his arms crossed.
He stared at it when she offered one to him but didn’t reach for it. “I don’t know,” is all he said in a mumble.
“Don’t you trusts me, Wizard Preem? Do you thinks I would poisons you after all the weeks we’ve walked together?” She continued to hold out the mushroom as he remained with his arms crossed, looking into her eyes. “Trust,” she continued. “You wants me to trusts you about those waves. I said I believes you. Now you haves a chance to trusts me, but you don’t.”
“All I have ever heard is that mushrooms will make you sick or will kill you. My mother told me this, and my Zenii told me this. I trust that you are not trying to poison me, but I don’t trust that mushroom.”
Brodia looked at the mushroom, suppressing the temptation to eat it to prove to him it was safe. Having him believe her without proving it was important to her now. “Things have never been fair between men and women. Men tells us to believe them, tells us what to do, or says it’s for our own good. But when a woman says the same, they says no. Then the men says women don’t knows anything, they don’t knows what to do, or it’s not good for men.” She paused as a sadness passed through her at all the times men had mentally beaten her down. “It means that men are fulls of horse manure.”
Preem uncrossed his arms and sat quietly. She tried to read the expression on his dark face in the firelight but couldn’t. Finally, he held out his hand. “I’ll try one.”
She smiled, taking a fresh one from beside the fire. “This one is warmer.” She placed it in his open hand.
He studied it closely while she feared he would toss it away like the other one. After a brief hesitation, he took a small bite of it. His black eyebrows rose as a grin played across his face. “This is nice.” After a brief delay, he popped the rest of it into his mouth. “A strange texture with a light taste.”
“Ma always told me that we eat with our tongues, nose, and eyes. I say we also eat with how it feels on our teeth.” She took a couple of cooked mushrooms to chew them slowly, savoring the feel and taste.
He held out his hand for another mushroom. “I’ll have to watch out for them when we’re in the forests.”
“You should lets me picks them. Many mushrooms are poisonous. But not these ones.” She passed him a second mushroom. “Most farmers knows the good mushrooms.”
“I wasn’t raised on a farm,” he said, confidently popping the mushroom into his mouth. He reached for a third one. “We lived on the coast; my family made leather goods for horses, wagons, and boats. I made the bridles. It was tedious. I wasn’t very good at it, so I always wanted something different.”
Brodia decided she’d show him how to tell the good mushrooms from the poisonous ones the next time she saw any. It was nice to have something she could teach him. Her Ma’s words came to her about feeding a man’s heart. She thought about all her years on the farm. Not once could she think of a moment when a man trusted her to do something they were reluctant to do.
After the meal and the cold of the night settled on the forest, she sat close by the fire to play Preem at nanuj. It was a nightly ritual she thought of as being their own. These days, she could often survive at nanuj until only a few pieces remained in play. However, he destroyed her at the end each time. She saw that every move at this stage was critical. Even the slightest mistake produced a steady and relentless destruction.
“They should calls you the Nanuj Crusher,” she said with a big grin. For reasons she couldn’t explain, she didn’t mind losing to him. No other man or woman could hope for that from her.
“I wish they had,” was all he said in return.
As she played a second game, she heard strange animal calls. Howls like a dog, but higher pitched and coming from way off in the darkness. “What’s that?” she asked. “Are you sure Arrox only roams the Barrens?”
“Arrox don’t sound like that,” he replied, magically moving another piece as if the howls had no meaning. “Arrox sound like the screams of eagles. Quite distinctive, plus you can hear them for leagues around, as their calls echo through the valleys.” He magically pulled in a couple of short logs to place on the fire before continuing. “It seems a pack of wolves has found our tracks. The fire will deter them from coming close.”
Father had warned her about wolves, telling her they roamed the forests that surrounded the farmlands. He used the stories to scare her witless so she wouldn’t run away. The bastard, she thought. However, wolves were an essential part of children’s stories, not her farm life. Preem had assured her that no wolves lived in the fertile valley of the Otan River, but they’d left that valley two weeks ago. “Will wolves eats us too if they gets a chance?”
“Indeed, they will.” His casual words sent a chill down her spine. He seemed confident, so she wanted to believe him once again. But seeing silly waves and being eaten by wolves were two different things. She looked at him as he relaxed with his bare black feet warming by the fire. He had a mysterious smile that she couldn’t decipher.
Later, when Preem handed her his tarner to sleep with, she questioned his wisdom. “Don’t you needs this to stops the wolves?”
“With this fire, we are safe for tonight. Besides, I can’t stop a pack of wolves with magic.”
Brodia gazed into his eyes, questioning if he was telling her the truth. He looked away, staring into the flames. It wasn’t encouraging.
That night, she hugged his tarner for security. She didn’t dream of waves. The white fangs of wolves from her storybooks dominated her dreams. They ripped off her arms and legs while she lay paralyzed with fear.
Several times she woke in the night to the far-off howls of a wolf. Each time, she checked the Time Star making its way across the sky. Each time, she cursed under her breath that it wasn’t moving fast enough, and there were still many hands of the night to go.
[image: image-placeholder]She woke once again, but a cold gray morning greeted her this time. The fire had dropped to a hot pile of embers, glowing in the faint light. She saw no wolves, yet those nightmares had seemed so real. Now she thought it was all her imagination and felt ashamed that she had given in to her fears. The wolves must have moved on, letting them walk on to the Barrens unmolested.
Across on the other side of the embers, Preem moved around. “Morning. Today we have to outrun the wolves,” he said as he began rolling his blanket. She looked through the trees but still couldn’t see any wolves. At least nothing she thought looked like a wolf. She stared at Preem to check if he was trying to scare her, but he moved about too much. So, she rolled up her blanket too. Leaving the camp, she passed the tarner to its rightful owner.
Brodia was afraid. Not about the wolves attacking, but about how this might destroy the progress she made last night. Preem had trusted her with the mushrooms. It was a victory that crept up on her unexpectedly. But she now feared that these wolves would destroy that success, forcing her to start over with Preem.
Trailing him, as he led the way towards the top of the next rise, she had her head on a swivel looking for the wolves he claimed were out there. A gray-brown streak appeared to one side and then another on the other side. She had never seen a wolf before, and these looked less menacing than the drawings in her schoolbooks. The beasts were paralleling her track through the pine forest.
Brodia wanted to scream at the Gods for destroying last night’s progress with him. Instead, she whispered, “Preem?” as she tapped his arm.
“I see them. The pack’s getting closer. Soon they will attack. At the top of this rise is a clearing, plus a large rock that will offer us some chance to fend them off.”
“Should we runs to the top?”
“No! That will only make them attack us quicker.”
Great!
Soon, she saw two and then three wolves on each side, mirroring their passage through the trees. They were pinching in. She wanted Preem to run, but he kept the same purposeful stride. However, she did see him turning his head to track the wolves. She waited for that sensation as he used his magic but was disappointed that she felt nothing. Why was he waiting?
Breaking into the clearing, she saw the mottled gray boulder near its center. Now would be an excellent time to fly. But he only strode toward the rock. Its wedge-like shape meant they could climb up one side. She scrambled to the top behind Preem. He must be waiting until they reached the top before flying them both out.
She gazed around the clearing; the wolves closed in on their boulder. In less than a minute, at least ten wolves surrounded the rock. They crept closer, confident of their prey. She looked back at Preem, wanting to scream at him to fly them to safety. He seemed indifferent to the wolves and her anxiety.
“Here, take my tarner,” he instructed as he sat cross-legged at the top of the boulder. “Stand just in front of me to use it to fend off any wolves that try to climb up. Soon they will tire of waiting for us. We should be safe.”
“Should be?” she repeated as she took the tarner to stand guard in front of him. “Can’t you magics them away?”
“No. The d’sur can’t stop a wolf. It’s why I’ve always hated dogs. Rest easy. You’ll be fine.”
She glanced back. Preem seemed relaxed with the brim of his wizard’s hat pulled down, hiding his eyes from her scrutiny. She turned back to watch the wolves. A few gathered near the bottom of the slope, snarling at her. Her mind raced as she tried to see those waves. If only she could.
The sky was turning an excellent shade of deep blue, the air was light in her lungs, and the smell of pine filled her nostrils. Everything was fresh, as if her senses had awoken from a long sleep. It made her want to scream in frustration even louder. But Preem was expecting her to stop these beasts somehow. She glared at the wolves. If the wolves won, would her Ma ever know what happened? Would Ipin come looking for her one day?
One of the wolves was bold enough to place its front paws on the bottom of the slope. Brodia shuffled a half-step back and switched her grip on the tarner, holding it now by its thin end so she could swing it like a club.
“Preem? One is getting ready to come up!”
“You’re doing good.”
The bold wolf snarled, baring its yellow teeth. It climbed a little, all four paws on the boulder. She dropped into a crouch, ready to strike. The wolf crawled forward, growling at every step. She dared not risk glancing behind her while she concentrated on the menacing wolf. The other wolves snarled as they paced back and forth, waiting to see the outcome of this fight. A bloody-mindedness came over Brodia; she’d go down fighting. To hell with Preem and all the other men in the world.
The wolf shuffled its hind legs like a cat about to pounce.
She pulled the tarner back. “Comes on, you bitch!”
It leaped. Brodia screamed in defiance, swinging the tarner.
Her blow swung through the air, hitting nothing. She felt Preem’s mind wielding the magic. There! In the air. She saw shimmering waves reach out from the top of the tarner to snare the wolf in the air. It was like a giant hand of air gripping the wolf and hurling it over the side of the boulder.
She stood, mesmerized, as the wolf let out a plaintive howl of pain when it landed within the pack. The waves from the tarner formed a wide arc, pushing all the wolves back. They snapped and growled at the unseen force, pushing them away. Finally, they broke off to run back into the forest.
“Yeeoow,” she screamed, jumping up. She turned. Preem hadn’t moved an inch, his face still obscured by the brim of his hat.
“I saws the waves,” she said, stepping back to look into Preem’s eyes. “No dust or anything else. I saws the waves twinkling in the air like the wings of a hummingbird. The air itself was mades of floating particles moving in waves.”
He lifted his head, revealing his stunning eyes with a broad grin on his lips. “Good. Terror is a wonderful way for seeing the waves.”
She glared at him as the truth dawned on her. “You lied to me about stopping the wolves, Wizard Preem.”
“Stop tugging on your ear.” He reached out to take back his tarner and patted the rock for her to sit facing him. She sat, angry at being treated as a fool. “I deceived you for a good reason. Not because you are weak, but because I had to discover if you could see the d’sur. After that tall apprentice almost killed you, you saw the waves in the dust. It was so close to seeing them in the air that I didn’t want to wait days to test you again.”
“Are you saying you set this whole thing up? That the wolves were part of your plan?”
“Indeed. I knew about this rock and camped nearby. I hoped wolves would be near enough to smell our fire.” His eyes said he was telling her the truth. “The Gods favored me today.”
“So, now I can be your partner,” she said, realizing this made up for any deception.
“Indeed.” He raised himself with a small block of waves that she saw him shape in front of her eyes. “I’ll teach you to control these waves.” Her heart jumped. She’d done it. “And from now on, you’ll refer to me as Zenii.” 
“Zenii?” she asked. Thinking it should be husband, or honey, or something like that. She stood to follow him as he walked down the rock’s slope.
“You were my novice, and now you’re my apprentice,” he said. “You passed! I was sure you would, but then I doubted it. When you saw the waves in the dust, I believed again.” He stopped at the bottom of the rock to sit down. 
She sat beside him, still confused over his words. Did he say apprentice? Days ago, he called her an assistant. “You said I was to sees the waves so I could helps you as your assistant. Was that another lie?”
“A small one. Sarn once told me that no girl could become an apprentice. I desperately hoped that he was wrong but didn’t want to express my true feelings. You now have a chance to become a wizard and become a Defender of Vosj, a fraternity that has protected the fourth kingdom for over a thousand years. The people will give you a nickname. You could become … Brodia the Brave.”
“Girls can’t be wizards.”
“Who says that? The king doesn’t know, and history never tried. You wanted to find the killer; if you’re a wizard, then you’ll have the power to do good wherever it’s needed.” He began walking across the clearing.
She stayed at the rock, her mind swimming over how her world had just changed. She was to be his apprentice; surely, she was now his wife officially. Being able to do what he did to those wolves thrilled her. Then she knew she didn’t really care about that. She wanted to find that tall killer so that she could crush every bone in his body. She owed this to all the girls he’d killed or would in the future.
After all, she was the wife of the Bone Crusher. She chased after her husband as he crossed the clearing.
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eighteen
His Child 


Preem walked off the rock, barely able to contain his excitement. The chance he’d taken paid off much sooner than he expected. His apprentice was feisty, brave, and could see the waves. The king would be upset, but he’d deal with that later.  I’m right, so that’s all that matters for now.
Brodia chased after him, skipping past him as they crossed the clearing. “Brodia, do you see that dark mountain with the cleft top?” With his tarner, he pointed at a distant mountain. “That’s our first target. We’ll pass through the foothills toward that mountain, keeping it to our right.”
She glanced up at the mountain in the distance then spun, flinging her arms out. “I passed your test.” He followed her into the trees. Skipping back to him, she picked up a handful of pine needles, showering them over him. “I passed your test, Wizard Preem Forma.” Her laughter was infectious.
“You did.” Her cheek was morphing from red to purple, and though he gave her no more sympathy than his Zenii gave to his many injuries, it still tore at a piece of his heart. But despite how she looked, he wallowed in her high spirits. “I couldn’t be happier that you can see the waves.”
“Really?” She jumped on his back, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Do you thinks I’m pretty?”
“I think you’re beautiful,” he replied, meaning every word.
She dropped back off and stepped in front of him. He found himself staring into her incredible eyes that were still a little bloodshot. “Even if I’m only a sun-burned farmgirl?”
“You are beautiful here.” He touched her forehead with his forefinger. “And also, here.” He poked her chest above her left breast. “I’ll train you to be a wizard. Together we’ll be a team like this kingdom has never seen before. First, you must learn to be observant.”
Her face broke into another broad smile. Her eyes sparkled even more when she smiled. “A team,” she repeated. He tapped her arm and began walking through the trees. She walked beside him, linking her arm with his again. “I’m already observant. Didn’t you says I did well with remembering how that man in Castin looked?” She leaned on his arm, almost pushing him off his stride.
“Yes. But I remember that you didn’t know if he held his wand in his right or left hand?” She stopped leaning on him but still kept her arm linked with his. “And you didn’t know if he watched you in the market. Did he stalk you, select you from the herd of other targets? Could you have avoided him before he attacked you?”
“I sees now. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize. Just do better next time.” Without thinking, he’d repeated the mantra that Wizard Sarn had drilled into him for a year before he finally realized its true meaning. “I believe that tall man who attacked you is an apprentice of Harpin’s grand wizard. We go now to find what I need to defeat him and his master.”
“Will we sees Arrox? Will I be able to kills them?” she asked.
“Indeed, we will see many Arrox. And they will see us. Keep away from them, for it will be a long time before you can best them in a fight. If they get you, they will surely make a meal of you.”
“But you’re too strong for them?”
“Indeed. But now, we must start your lessons.” Preem began by telling her to note the different trees they passed; then he would ask her about them. He continued to test her memory and observation for a couple of hands until she got bored, asking to do something else.
“You have much to learn,” he replied, “but we can take a short break. What would you like to do?”
She linked his arm again, hugging it to her body. “I wants to sees your power that you can use against the Arrox. Can you rips out a tree or something? Rips out one of ’em aspen trees.” He hated the idea of showing off his power, so he kept walking. Releasing his arm, she walked backward in front of him. “You can’t do it, can you? You can’t rips out a tree?” She still smiled, but her words stung for some reason. It wasn’t about bragging; he wanted her to know he could protect her against any Arrox.
Preem stopped to face an aspen tree. Holding his tarner out to get the d’dec far from his head, he formed two gripping-fists. Latching one gripping-fist above the aspen’s roots with the other halfway up the trunk, he hauled the tree into the air. Dirt and stones fell from the tree’s roots as Brodia let out a gasp of surprise. He twisted and bent the trunk between the two fists. Then, with a thunderous crack, the trunk snapped in half like a dry twig. He heard another gasp from Brodia. He wasn’t finished. After dropping the tree’s leafy top, he sent broad spearpoints through the lower section, splintering the trunk into hundreds of wood chips.
Brodia gazed at the pile of splintered wood as he walked on. After a moment or two, Brodia came up to walk beside him. She didn’t link arms again. Her whole body was subdued. He regretted destroying the tree.
[image: image-placeholder]Throughout the day, Preem pushed his scanning abilities further and further as he walked through the forest. Never again could he allow himself to be so limited. He pushed his sensitivity out past his range, fighting to overcome the blocking effect of the surrounding trees. As he trained himself, he also tested her memory. She completed his tests, but sadly, she never linked arms again.
By the evening, he had her reciting the numbers and types of birds flitting through the trees. The numbers or shapes of large rocks they’d passed thirty minutes ago. He pushed her hard. They didn’t have time to go at the same pace Wizard Sarn taught him all those years ago. The presence of that tall apprentice meant the enemy was stronger than he guessed. Time had run out for him.
That evening, he picked a spot in a small clearing beside a deep cutting. The air here was dry, making for perfect firewood. Brodia started to ask him questions about the waves, but he told her to clear and relax her mind. Soon they would begin the fundamental lessons on his magic.
After eating dried meat, he stood his tarner in front of her, tapping the small knob at its top. “Watch the waves,” he declared. Then he used his mind to slide into the d’dec’s darkness and send ripples through the waves, forcing them closer. “Do you see the difference?”
She nodded. “I sees the waves are faster, the distances shorter.”
He continued compressing the d’sur until they began to move scraps of wood lying beside the fire. “The more you compress them, the stronger they are for moving things,” he said. He saw her eyes light up as she watched. “But first, you must break into the d’dec with your mind. Only then will it respond to your will.” She nodded absent-mindedly as her attention remained focused on the waves sliding the wood chips. “Your turn. Reach out with your mind to the d’dec in my Tarner. You should see a cave’s entrance guarded by heavy curtains. Do you see it?” She nodded. “With your mind, push into that blackness.” He felt her mind reach out, but it was wrong. “Think of it as if you have to push apart those heavy curtains to see into that cave.”
The pressure from her mind changed. It was better but still wouldn’t break into his d’dec. “Keep making small changes in how you push apart the curtains,” he said. “Until you find the right thought pattern.”
He sensed the changing pressure from her mind. The air was dry, but her brow was sweating. He watched her struggle, doing his best to relax and wait for her own discovery. Making it harder, his d’dec resisted her attempts to enter its darkness. Thinking back, he recalled Wizard Sarn warning him that a d’dec only wanted one master. He reached into his d’dec, trying to soothe it, but it acted like it had a mind of its own.
Finally, he detected her mind sliding partway through the d’dec’s block as she demanded entrance. “Did you feel that?” he asked. She shook her head. “You almost got into the d’dec. You’ll feel yourself dropping into darkness. Keep trying that last thought.” He felt her fluctuating pattern again; he observed its impact on the d’dec. When he detected a slight change, he cried out, “There.”
The pattern settled on the right one. Preem felt the d’dec resist her attempts. When he lifted his gaze, he saw the strain on Brodia’s face. “That’s enough,” he said.
“I wants to continue,” she said, tugging on her ear. “This is important to me. You have to lets me try longer. I know I’ll gets it.”
A part of him felt lost. Should he let her push on or stop her before she burned out her mind? After a few seconds, he knew the answer. “No. It’s enough. You did well for the first time. Now you must rest. It’s tiring work at first.” He so desperately wanted her to control the d’sur. He thought that seeing the waves was the most important change, but now he knew it was moving the first object with those waves. When he was an apprentice, the time from seeing to controlling was such a blur he’d forgotten how hard it was at first. The d’dec did not want to give up its secrets, not to anyone, man or woman. “It will come. Soon the d’dec will yield to you, so you can change the d’sur as I did.” She didn’t move, looking down at the dirt between her feet. Then he remembered something his Zenii said all those years ago. “Imagine a color for the curtains. It will help when opening them. I always thought they were a dark red. What color do you want them to be?”
She pouted as she said, “Green, like the color of a pear.” Trudging around to the other side of the fire, she spread her blanket to lie down. He stepped around too and knelt beside her. She looked at him with that same hopeful stare he could never satisfy.
Passing his tarner to her, he instructed her to hold it while dreaming of opening the pear-green curtains and compressing the d’sur by using her thoughts. It saddened him when her look of hope changed to disappointment. Whatever his feelings toward Brodia, he shouldn’t give in to his wants.
Returning to his blanket, he wondered if Grand Wizard Sarn had been as proud of him as he was of Brodia. He’d been a head-strong and difficult boy. At least until he realized how much he had to learn as an apprentice.
Is this how a parent feels about their new-born child? The unbounded hope of what they may accomplish?
The Barrens lay ahead. Along with the Arrox and a mysterious d’dec that killed every wizard who touched it. Somehow, he had to make it his own. But if he didn’t survive? Well, at least now the kingdom had another wizard in the making to take over. So long as she could survive to get back out of the Barrens.
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nineteen
The Tests


She curled up, closing her eyes as she tried to think about the tarner’s waves. All she saw was Preem destroying the aspen tree. She’d seen his tremendous power and now knew the stories of crushing a man were true. The images of Preem squeezing a man to death before saving a baby played in her mind. One after the other. Could both Preem’s be true?  
Did she want to be his wife? When this thought came into her mind, she knew the answer immediately. She had been certain he’d come to her tonight, but he hadn’t. She was disappointed, angry even. Brodia didn’t care a sterile hen for any wizard’s history about wives. Whichever Preem was the real one, she wanted him.
She woke at first light. The fire was out, but it still radiated a feeble heat when she placed her hands above the gray ashes. On the other side, Preem was stirring. She should get up to prepare breakfast, but she lingered, lying back down. He claimed he would train her in wizardry, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t consummate the marriage; that was all that stood in her way now. The man was obstinate, but she could be more so. In truth, she was the most stubborn person she knew. She remembered her mother’s advice on setting the rules. She would learn from him, but she also wanted to help him become a better hero. Then it came to her mind, calling him Zenii would put herself too far below him. She couldn’t teach him from down there. So, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of calling him Zenii.
Pleased with her simple ploy, she got up from her blanket to stomp her feet awake. “Good morning, Preem.” She gazed at the cleft mountain that loomed over them, a black shadow against an ash-gray sky. “We’re almost in the mountains.”
She scrambled down the bank to the small stream to fill the leather pouch with fresh water. Back at the camp, he was chewing on some dried meat. She sat beside him, offering him the water pouch. Waiting for him to get more intimate had proven to be ineffective. So, she would take the first steps. “I likes you, Preem.” She placed her hand on his knee. “You’re a good man.”
“You’re a good woman,” he replied matter-of-factly and stood. “We must get going; I want to be in the mountains by nightfall.”
Tugging her ear, she retrieved her blanket. She would have to do something more dramatic to move him away from his single-minded view of wizardry. It was just like father, he was stronger, but she was faster. With Preem, it was her mind that was quicker. She would wear down his resistance one day at a time.
The sun hadn’t fully risen behind them when they left their camp. The hills were much steeper here, forcing her to use her hands to haul herself up the more precipitous sections. The trees were sparsely scattered pines, and her breath formed puffs of steam in the cold air. At the top of each ridge, the mountains seemed visibly closer. Soon she would be in the Barrens and the land of the Arrox. She wanted to ask questions, but the effort of crossing each ridge took most of her energy.
It was early afternoon when she reached the top of a ridge covered in small pine trees. The downslope was so extreme that she had to pass herself from one tree to the next to avoid sliding to the bottom. A little flying would be much safer. She reminded Preem that they could surely fly a little bit. As usual, he ignored her suggestion.
At the bottom of the steep slope was a large stream. Beyond the stream, the rocky scree sloped up to the foot of a mountain. Now she had an unobstructed view of the mountain. They had reached the beginning of the Barrens; it sent a chill through her.
The stream blocking their way, ran toward the south.  In the distance, she saw it merge with a small river pouring out of the valley opposite. Brodia waited while Preem studied the stream. For sure, they would fly now. No one would wade across a stream of near-freezing water, would they?
He turned to stare downstream and then upstream. Brodia followed his gaze. Upstream, to their right, she saw a tree in the distance lying across the stream. The tree’s branches were bare of leaves, and most of the bark had peeled away from the trunk.
“That’s lucky,” he announced, moving along the stream’s bank. “We’ll cross by that old tree.”
Something about the age of the fallen tree stirred her curiosity. So she asked, “When was the last time you came this way?”
“Nine years ago. There is little need for me to be here.”
The stories in her schoolbooks said the wizards practically lived in the Barrens. It was the wizards who stopped the Arrox from killing everyone in the farmlands. “I thought you came here all the time. Do the Arrox keeps you out, then?”
“The Arrox are well suited to these mountains. Their eight legs allow them agility among the rocks. They will have the advantage over us.”
“Eight legs!” His simple statement surprised her. Then she remembered the wolves and how he deceived her about his magic stopping them. “You’re a grand wizard, so we’ll be safe. An Arrox can’t be harder than that tree.” When she gave him a side-eye glance, she saw him watching her closely. 
His eyes, shining out from under his brim, still unnerved her sometimes. “You must always be prepared to defend yourself in the Barrens,” he said. “I can’t protect you at all times.”
“Yeah. Like you couldn’t handles those wolves.” Sneaking another peek at Preem, she saw he was staring straight ahead. She smiled.
When they reached the fallen tree, she discovered it wasn’t so easy to clamber up. He climbed first, using the exposed roots. On top, he picked his way across. He could have been any traveler afraid that they may slip off into the stream that rushed under the trunk. Watching him, she knew he wasn’t using any magic to help himself.
Once he was across, she climbed to the top. The smooth barkless wood was uneven and much narrower than it appeared from below. She stepped across the trunk. Not flying was proving to be a colossal pain. She held her arms straight out to the sides to improve her balance.
Near the end, she saw him watching her with a touch of concern in his eyes. A naughty idea came to her. A way to prove he loved her. Taking a step, she let her left foot go too close to the edge. Her foot slipped an inch, and she allowed herself to topple off the trunk. He should catch her in time, like that leaping wolf or baby at the bridge.
The water in the stream rushed at her as she fell lengthwise. She hit the water, which instantly took her breath away. The water wasn’t deep as she stood up, gasping for air. The numbing chill shocked her into a new reality.
“Are you alright?” Preem called from the bank.
She was furious, and seeing a slight smirk on his face did nothing to make her feel better. “Why didn’t you catches me?” she barked, her voice already a little husky.
But he ignored her question. “Hurry up before you take a chill. These Barrens can be unforgiving of being soaked by rain or river.”
Brodia shuffled across the rocky stream bed, staggering and almost falling twice. When she got to the edge, he reached out a hand to help her up the bank. She was cold, colder than she’d ever felt in the heart of winter, trudging through the snow to the chicken coop. “You could have caught me, Wizard Preem,” she said, tugging on her cold ear lobe. “I trusted you to protects me.”
“Looked to me like you fell on purpose,” he said, wrapping his arms around her while leading her toward the fallen tree. “This wasn’t about trusting me. It was about testing me.”
Her teeth chattered as the slight breeze seemed to pass through her soaked clothes, chilling her to her bones. “Well, if it was a test, then you failed, Preem Forma.”
“Call me Zenii,” he reminded her gently. “And an apprentice shouldn’t be testing her Zenii. Otherwise, said apprentice might find herself sitting in a freezing stream.” Preem rubbed her shoulders to keep the blood flowing. “Magic isn’t a game, Brodia. It takes a life dedicated to its art to become a wizard and finally a grand wizard.”
Her whole body was shaking so severely that she couldn’t think of anything to say. The cold even froze her anger. She let him lead her meekly into the shelter of the lee side of the tree’s trunk.
“Sit here. I’ll get a fire going,” he said. “You’ll have to take your clothes off, so we can dry them.” She huddled beside the trunk. “Get undressed,” he said once he had a good fire going. Brodia pulled off her outer clothes, squatting back down in her undergarments. “All your clothes.” Preem held his blanket for her to cover herself.
“I guess it’s alright to be naked in front of your husband,” she reasoned aloud. However, she felt embarrassed. This was not the way she expected to be undressed in front of him for the first time. She dithered for a moment.
“Be quick before you sicken.” He held up his blanket, shielding his eyes.
She had to stand to remove her undergarments. Once naked, she quickly wrapped herself in his blanket, her modesty protected again. He vigorously rubbed her shoulders and back before commanding her to sit near the fire.
Disappointed at the failure of her ruse, Brodia sat as close to the fire as she dared. She glanced at Preem. He was stringing her wet clothes over the tree’s skeletal branches that faced the fire. As she watched him spread out her underwear, her face flushed. She’d have to find a less embarrassing trick next time.
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That was fine by her, so long as he didn’t blame her. After all, it was his fault because he didn’t catch her. “The clothes can dries on me, so we can leaves now if you want.”
“The clothes will freeze on you, not dry on you. Stay close to the fire.”
Wriggling, she edged closer to the flames until she was sure she was singeing his blanket. She had to quickly brush off some of the firebrands that drifted her way. Worst of all, her legs were red and itched from the chilblains, but she forced herself to ignore the pain.
When he was behind her, she opened her legs a little to let the fire ease her pain. When he moved around to the other side of the fire, she closed them again. It seemed to her that he ignored her as he removed his boots to warm his feet. The air was much colder here, beyond the trees. The mountains she saw to her right, through the bare branches of the fallen tree, looked less majestic and more daunting.
“How do you feel?” he asked her.
Her anger was back in a flash. “You could’ve done something.”
“Indeed, I could. But I won’t. If you plan to throw yourself off some cliff, then I won’t stop you.” He sat across the fire from her, watching the flames while she fumed at him and herself for putting herself into this ridiculous situation. After a few minutes of silence, Preem spoke again. “I used to catch a young princess that jumped off a parapet all the time. It was silly of me because she kept doing it more. It didn’t help either of us.”
She hated it even more when his words made sense. If she didn’t need both hands to hold the blanket, she’d be tugging on her ear hard enough to stretch it like Trag’s floppy ears. Brodia remembered being a little girl, trying not to let the boys trick her into doing something. Always they were taking advantage of anything nice she did like it was a weakness of hers. Eventually, she learned to hide her forgiving nature, becoming harder.
Only now, she was leagues from any other person and was at the mercy of this dark man who could pluck a tree out of the ground like it was a tulip. She would be lost to his manipulations, but he didn’t try to take advantage of her. It was confusing.
“Have you warmed up?” he asked after several more minutes of silence.
“Yes, thank you.” Her legs were more than warm; they felt like bread toasted beside the firepit in her Ma’s kitchen. Still, she didn’t want to risk exposing her body by wriggling back.
“Then, let’s begin your lessons for today.” He came around the fire to sit next to her but further back. “Sit back, so we can begin.”
Now she could wriggle back, clinging to the blanket to keep herself covered. Preem placed a twig on the bare ground in front of her and handed his tarner to her. Clutching the covering with one hand, she took the tarner.
“Stand it in front of you, so the top’s six inches in front of your forehead,” he instructed. Brodia stabbed the bottom into the dirt in front of her and tilted the top toward her head. 
“Like this,” she said. For now, she would follow his instructions like she was still his drudge.
“Remember the image of pushing apart heavy curtains to enter the d’dec,” he whispered.
“Heavy pear-green curtains,” she reminded him. She concentrated on that thought pattern from before. Cursing in her mind, she willed the curtains to part. Her anger blocked her progress.
“Relax your mind, don’t fight it so hard,” he said. She relaxed her grip on the blanket to ease the tension in her arms. “The d’dec becomes committed to a master; it can be difficult for a new mind to work with it,” he said. “Don’t give up. You’re breaking through.” She kept reaching with her mind to push open the heavy green curtains that blocked her from the d’dec’s dark depths.
Suddenly she felt her mind slip into a dark space; it was the d’dec, while another part of her mind continued to see the twig lying on the ground. “You’re there.” The darkness scared Brodia, who was lost in its formlessness. Keeping her mind blank, she fought down the dizziness that threatened to push her back out of the darkness. “Sense a rock in the middle with twelve sides,” Preem continued to encourage her.
Time lost its meaning inside the d’dec, and she barely heard Preem’s words that seemed to come from another room. Slowly her mind adjusted to the shapelessness. She imagined seeing a stone half-filling the space inside a cave. The stone had many faces, each with five identical sides. She didn’t remember the name from her school lessons but sensed it was important. The rock gave off a faint blue glow.
Once more, she heard a distant voice of encouragement. “Try to compress the d’sur, so they’re closer. Think of it like hands reaching from your mind to push against the large stone.” She did as he said, laying her imaginary hands on the stone. It was neither warm nor cool under her hands. “You’re there ... Push the stone ... Make a small change ...” He coached from beside her. She hardly heard a word; her mind committed to that blue stone and trying to push it with imaginary hands. 
The stone of the darkness wiggled to one side as if trying to break away. She changed the position of her imaginary hands to stop it from escaping. “That’s it! Keep it there ... Push harder ... Don’t let it get free.” Suddenly her eyes saw the twig wiggle on the ground. “There, it moved!” he exclaimed. “Did you not see it move?” he asked.
Brodia snapped her mind back from the darkness, thrilled that the twig had moved, if only a fraction. However, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “It only rocked a little. It could haves been a breeze,” she replied. 
“No. I saw your ripples compress the waves.” He gazed into her face as if searching for some reaction. She stared into the flames to hide her true feelings. He twisted to face the fire. Leaning back on his elbows, he said, “You should practice for a hand. Try to push the twig along the ground.”
Brodia decided to show him what a farmgirl can do. Starting with the same thought pattern, she opened the d’dec’s curtains to find that large smooth-faced rock, taking only ten seconds this time. Placing her mind’s hands on the rock, she pushed. It was heavy, twisting in her hand to avoid her influence, but she was ready this time, forcing it in the direction she willed as her eyesight watched the twig. Keeping her body relaxed, she kept pushing harder until the stone rocked to and fro. She forgot about falling off the log or being naked under the blanket. Time disappeared while she concentrated on playing with the rock to see the d’sur compressing with her external eyes and mind. It was as if she had two minds, one inside the d’dec pushing the bluish rock, and the other external mind could see the world around her.
Brodia pushed the rock with the dark side of her mind, making the visible waves move faster. In this way, she compressed them by degrees that she felt more than she saw.
Around her, the visible sky was darkening while she got a feel for compressing the waves. Then the twig skittered an inch or two toward the fire. She’d moved it!
“It moved,” he said.
“A fraction, hardly worth all the fuss.” But inside, her heart was dancing. She’d moved it.
“It means you can become a wizard.”
A wizard, of course. But she was still worried about those Daffodils. She needed to be in a consummated marriage. “Are my clothes dries yet?” The success with her magic brought a strange, determined feeling of invincibility. It was time to force the issue with Grand Wizard Preem Forma.
He reached back to touch her clothes hanging over the branches near his head and said, “Yes.”
“Good.” She stood up, facing him, before letting his blanket drop to the dirt. She didn’t attempt to hide her nakedness. Infuriatingly, he kept his eyes on her face. After a couple of heartbeats, she asked, “Don’t you thinks my body looks good, Preem?”
“Zenii!” he corrected.
Confused and profoundly disappointed, she stepped past him to retrieve her clothes to get dressed. All the boys in the village had tried to trick her into getting naked. Was he one of those special kinds of men the girls giggled about at school?
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twenty
The Barrens 


Preem sat, resting his back against the fallen tree’s gray, barkless trunk, waiting for the sun to poke its face above the treetops across the stream. Brodia was fussing around the fire, keeping herself warm. It would be the last warmth she would feel for several days. However, he doubted she knew this. 
The climb into the Barrens was dangerous, so he wanted Brodia to have full daylight to begin. It gave him time to think about his apprentice and her strange behavior over the past days since Castin. It was as if the tall apprentice had changed her. He knew this was a silly thought; of course, the killer had changed her. Her near-death in Castin had changed him too. Now, he faced the Barrens and the daunting task of keeping her alive despite her sometimes rash behavior.
And by the Gods, she is infuriating! She had no concept of the rigors she would encounter in these unforgiving mountains. The whole situation was frustrating and confusing to him. She had deliberately fallen off into the stream. Did she expect me to catch her? I gave up that game years ago.
And what was that trick about dropping her blanket last night? It was hard enough dealing with a woman he wanted without her flaunting her body in front of him. It had taken all his willpower to keep his eyes on her face.
Looking back, he’d realized some time ago that he had been a trial for his beloved Zenii when he first became an apprentice. But while he expected similar tricks, this girl had stunts he never expected. It was clear that a feisty girl would create different problems than a feisty boy. Could it be that King Attim was right to ban women wizards?
Then he smiled to himself. Her tricks were different but not so bad now that he thought about them. Girls were different, that was all. He wasn’t afraid she would consider him a fool like those girls during his school days. What’s more, he was comfortable in her company, even when she was irritating him.
Ahead, the sunlight touched the stretch of slippery shale that rose to the foot of the cleft mountain. It was time to set off again.
“Put on your winter coat and those mountain boots,” he said. “Throw away your old boots; you’ll not need them again.” He patiently waited for her to follow his instructions. Then she was ready, so he doused the fire with dirt.
He trudged up the field of rock, using his tarner as a real walking stick now. Behind, he heard Brodia struggling along. To her credit, she kept up with him, but it was also true that he didn’t go fast. Each step he took caused some of the sharp rocks to slide under his feet. The scree field was long, and even he was puffing a little by the top. The air was clean of any smells in the Barrens as if all life kept its distance.
At the foot of the mountain, he once more stood on solid rock and broke the silence. “We’ll follow the base of the cleft mountain around to the left. From the other side, we can find the mountain with the tall spike formation halfway up its side.”
Breathing hard, she nodded as she stared at the cleft mountain’s peak. He followed her gaze up the slope. From this close the cleft merged into the mountain, giving the appearance of a single peak. If you didn’t know the route through these mountains, you would not survive. Preem was well aware that he was not just showing Brodia where they were going; he was also showing her how to get back out if the Midnight Towers found him unworthy.
He picked his way carefully around the mountain’s base. The jagged rocks and outcroppings made the going difficult. All the way, he heard her raspy breaths as she kept up. She was too tired to play any more tricks.
Soon, the view of the foothills disappeared behind the cleft mountain. Ahead lay the endless mountains. It was a landscape devoid of greenery. More than once, she asked to rest. He declined, pushing on each time, knowing that time was against them. Here, to dally was to invite death in different ways, the easiest of which was freezing.
The mountain with the tall spike came into view by midafternoon, high in the distance. Preem pointed it out. “We have to cross the valley here to make our way up to that mountain. Once we cross its base, we will see the high pass.”
“It doesn’t looks so far away,” she said.
He looked back at their destination. The clear mountain air made things seem closer. He vaguely remembered how long it had taken his master to lead him to its base. “Distances in the Western Mountains can be deceptive. It will take us two days to reach the bottom of that mountain.”
“I used to think the Gods lived in these mountains,” she said, her voice harsh from the cold air. “Now, I think even the Gods must hate this land. I feel I will die here.” 
“We live by the will of the Gods,” Preem said as he looked across the valley in front of them. It had been nine years since he crossed this valley with his master leading the way. The valley harbored a gorge with a tumbling river at its base. It was here where the fifteen-year-old Preem questioned his master’s sanity when he steadfastly refused to fly across. How much water had flowed down that gorge since then? Now, he was the master waiting for his apprentice to ask that same question. They had to earn the right to reach the valley; that was the wizard’s tradition.
He easily scrambled down the mountainside to the edge of the vertically-sided gorge, twenty feet deep. Preem checked along the top of the small canyon for a way down. Nine years ago, his Zenii found an easy way to cross on two rocks in the swift-running river that ran headlong to the bottom of the valley.
She tagged along, moving gingerly. “These boots are stiff.”
“They’re new,” he said. “And I remember that you soaked them yesterday.”
“Thanks. I remembers that too.” She hobbled alongside in silence for a few minutes. Then she asked, “Couldn’t you flies across?”
“We could, but we won’t.” It was the same answer his Zenii had given. And, like his Zenii, he offered no further explanation.
“You’re a goat-stubborn pain in my horse’s arse,” she muttered. He wondered if she intended him to hear her words. It mattered not; the important thing was that she was learning the wizard’s way.
He saw a spot that offered a couple of large flat boulders in the river, making it easier to cross. It also offered a way to climb down and up the other side. It could be the same spot as Wizard Sarn chose. He wasn’t sure. By this point, his previous trip had become a blur. “Here.” He pointed.
Without hesitation, he climbed down to the river. By the edge, he turned to watch Brodia’s cautious descent. It was good practice as she wasn’t a skilled rock climber.
When she finally reached him, he pointed to the two boulders sitting in the river. “We’ll jump to each rock,” he yelled above the din of the rushing water. “They can be slippery, so be careful. If you fall in, I may not be able to get you out. There’s no chance to build a fire before you freeze to death.”
Without giving her a chance to object, he leaped across to the first rock, landing on its middle. He used no assistance from the d’sur. He turned to wave for her to jump over to him.
She took a step back. She ran, jumping the five-foot gap before landing on top of him. He caught her but slipped. She cried out in pain as she slid over the edge. He grabbed her arm to keep her from falling in. Preem hauled her back onto the stone’s flattish top. The cold, splashing water threatened to soak them both, requiring that he move quickly. He leaped over to the next rock, four feet away. She came across right behind him, favoring one leg. He had one last and longer leap. Then he was on the opposite shore. She joined him. 
“Not so bad,” he yelled. Brodia limped, keeping her weight off her right leg.
Ten minutes later, they were above the gorge. He could speak again in a normal voice. “We cross this spur to the next valley and camp there for the night.” He looked into her eyes. The enthusiasm was gone; she was in survival mode. Good, she was earning her first trip to the Valley of the Towers. With luck, the Gods will think it’s enough for her to survive the harshness of the mountains.
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twenty-one
The Cliff 


She lay shivering fully-clothed under her blankets, waiting for the sun to chase away the darkness. By the Gods, she was bone tired. She’d hobbled through the mountains for two days, crossing two or three rivers or streams each day. Wizard Preem had given no sympathy for her sore ankle, so she gave up complaining about it, not wanting to appear weak. 
The mountain with the tall spike stood to the left of the camp, its top lost in the clouds. The very air itself seemed inadequate, too weak to fill her lungs, leaving her gasping with a sore throat. And don’t remind her about the sun. Somehow the mountains robbed even the sun of its warmth.
The first afternoon in these mountains, Brodia heard eagles screeching far away. For a few seconds, she scanned the sky, searching for the dark silhouette of the birds of prey. She heard them but couldn’t see any sign of them. Then Preem told her the eagle screams were Arrox hunting for food. She hardly slept that first night. But now exhausted, she didn’t care. If the Arrox wanted her frozen body and useless right ankle, they were welcome to them.
In front of her, she saw the forbidding sight of a steep hill disappearing into the clouds. He said that this slope led to the pass that led to the mysterious Valley of the Towers. She couldn’t imagine how they would climb it. However, she wouldn’t have to jump over any more damn racing rivers.
And so, this was her adventure. Not at all like she imagined when she was dreaming as she fed the chickens. No charming men to sweep her onto their horses. No flying wizards or benevolent princesses. Once, she had imagined being with a man that killed Arrox. Where was that dream now? Unseen Arrox surrounded her, while she was frozen to the point where she could barely place one foot in front of another. Meanwhile, her hero man was a taciturn creature that hardly spoke a word.
Over the last two days, Preem had stopped talking beyond minimal instructions. She felt lost as she discovered that she didn’t know this man leading her through the Barrens. She let him train her each night, but he seemed distant. Had she gone too far that other day? Why did he care if she called him Zenii or not?
“We need to get going,” he said. “We have to cross the pass today. We cannot be caught at that height overnight.”
“Yes, Preem.” She dragged herself up, stamping around to get the blood flowing again and almost crying out in pain when she first put weight on her bad ankle. Their camp was in the spike mountain’s fog-diffused shadow. Ahead, the sun flooded the slope in light that looked warm from here, but she knew better. 
He set off, with her behind him. It was about a half-league to the start of the slope. Though it appeared steep from a distance, she saw that it wasn’t so bad when she got closer. They began the climb, moving around and between the most massive boulders. She was always moving upwards.
Staring up the slope whenever she stopped to catch her breath, Brodia saw that the clouds obscuring its top were fading away as the sun warmed the air. It was good to feel the sun’s rays on her tired and stiff body, even if they did little to warm her freezing limbs.
By late morning, near the top, she found dustings of snow in the crevices. Soon she crested its top. A thin layer of snow covered the ground. It was something she never imagined seeing in the summer.
Brodia sucked in all the air she could, but the gossamer-thin air wasn’t enough as the relentless cold chilled her fingers, making them clumsy. Around her, she saw snowflakes swirling on the shifting wind, and beside some of the larger rocks, snow piled in the shadows. She searched around for Arrox without any idea of what they looked like.
The ridge they stood on led to a magnificent mountain. It was covered in snow with a broad, snow-packed depression running up the side facing her. She suspected that the snow never melted on this peak. It was a sight that she could not have imagined before.
However, Preem stared straight ahead, where she saw a broad valley stretching out toward the west. It was so far below she couldn’t make out any details, just a dark-green mat of pine trees. She strained her eyes but could not see any farmer’s fields from this distance. Nonetheless, it was magnificent compared to the barren ridge where she stood, and it made a perfect contrast to the white of the mountains surrounding her. Beyond the green valley, she saw a blue expanse reaching to the horizon. She was staring at the great Western Sea. It was the edge of the world as she knew it from her schoolbooks.
“Come, our path leads to the right.” He turned away from the beautiful sight to crunch along the snowy ridgeline. She lingered, gazing at the glorious valley before her. Here was where the Gods must live. If the Gods lived anywhere, that is. It was tempting to slide down the ridge to that valley. Surely here, she could find peace from the world that wanted to put her down. From here, she could just make out a river running down its length to the sea.
“Brodia,” Preem called out.
She pulled her gaze from the beautiful valley, hurrying to catch up to him through the mesmerizing snowflakes as he marched toward the snow-encrusted mountain to the north. The wind was bitterly cold, constantly hitting her from one side, then the other. The top of the ridgeline offered no protection. Her pear-green ribbons flapped into her eyes until she tucked them under her beret, which she had pulled over her ears.
It took a hand of stumbling and scrambling to cross to where the ridge joined the mountain to the north. Here, Preem dropped below the western side of the ridgeline to hunker down out of the worst of the wind.
“We can eat something here,” he said. “We must follow a path around this mountain to another ridge. From there, we climb down toward the mirror lake.”
“It’s so cold and windy here,” she noted, huddling down in her new coat for the mountains. She cupped her hands to blow warm air on them. “I’ve only heards nursery stories of the Valley of the Towers, but you says it exists, and this is the only ways to reach it?”
“Indeed. However, this high path is only passable two months a year. In a few days, the deep snow will make this pass too dangerous to try on foot.” He paused to pull out two strips of meat to chew. “I should be the only one who knows the way, but now you know it too.” He paused again before continuing. “But I fear that at least one other knows the way.”
Brodia thought about this while chewing her strip. She didn’t understand what he meant yet, but she had come to realize that he would not reveal or explain anything he didn’t want to. His reticent attitude was getting to be galling.
When he set off again, she followed. The full light of the midday sun shone across this side of the slope but did little to warm her. And the mountain did nothing to shelter this path from the flying snow. Luckily the trail was clear enough to walk along, despite the white patches at the route’s side. She trudged along this track that was no wider than ten feet, with the mountain to her right. The downslope to her left led into that western valley. The path angled gently downwards, making the walk easier on her painful ankle.
As they made their way, she noticed the slopes on each side getting ever steeper. Soon she walked along a narrow ledge cut along the side of a massive cliff. She continued to follow Preem, trudging along the path, keeping close to the rock wall and as far as she could from the cliff edge on her left.
After a few minutes, Preem stopped to step to the edge of the path. He stared down. Just seeing him at the cliff’s rim made her feel dizzy. “Take a look down here,” he said.
Reluctantly she crept forward in a crouch to join him. She was on one knee, peering over the edge. To see the bottom, she had to lean out. She felt him place his hand on her back as she gazed at the rocks far, far below.
“Death is instant when you hit the rocks down there. But the fall takes a long time. A time spent in the worst fear I’ve ever felt.”
Brodia heard his words, but it took a few seconds for her to understand what he said. “You fells off this cliff?”
“My Zenii pushed me,” he said casually. A sudden chill swept through Brodia, which didn’t come from the cold wind swirling around her. “I was planning to push you off too.”
“Why?” She wanted to scoot back, but his words enthralled her. She knew she couldn’t stop him if he chose to send her off this cliff.
“Terror is a wonderful distraction for seeing the waves.”
“And did you sees ’em?”
“Yes. Plus, I learned to control my fears. For a day came when I was alone and so terrified that it almost paralyzed me. Yet I still saved the king.” Preem paused while she crouched at the edge of the cliff with the wind buffeting her. She gawked at the rocks below. “A wizard war is coming,” he continued. “Soon, we’ll have to fight Harpin’s grand wizard and that tall apprentice.”
“Oh.”
Preem spoke again slowly, “I need you to stop playing games with me, Brodia Raffun. I need you to be my apprentice with your mind, with your heart, and with your soul.” Brodia listened to his words but didn’t respond. He continued, saying, “As I told you before, you are now a part of an honorable fraternity called the Defenders of Vosj. The realm expects you to lay down your life in its defense. Whether you are man or woman, the rules and your duties are the same.”
“I will do my duty,” she replied. “But I will do them in a woman’s way. That may not always be as you expect.” She glanced up at his face, he nodded solemnly, and she looked away again.
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He wouldn’t throw her off this cliff, and he wanted her full commitment to him. Suddenly, she knew how badly she wanted to be his apprentice, in all ways, except one. Her heart wasn’t ready to give up yet.
But what about the realm? All her life, the laws of the land had pushed her down. Did she owe anything back? The king made the laws; wasn’t he and the realm the same? This was the question in her mind when she glanced along the ledge. Preem was well ahead of her. Above him, she saw three creatures running down the rock face. “Look out Preem!” she yelled. The creatures leaped at him, and he disappeared under their bodies.
The eagle scream from behind her almost caused her to fall off the cliff. She twisted around, pulling out her knife. Everything was wrong with the two things five feet away. They had too many legs, plus their heads had the eyes below the nose. Each carried a heavy stick in their forepaws. She shuffled back along the edge, staying in her crouch, holding her knife in front of her.
One of the monsters leaped at her. She instinctively ducked and rolled to her left. Coming back onto her knees, she faced the second creature with her knife still held in front of her. Another scream as it charged swinging its stick. Unable to step back because of the cliff, she stepped inside its swing and hooked her knife into its side. The thing knocked her off the ledge. Falling, she pulled out her knife, thrusting it repeatedly into the side of the creature that held her. The air rushed by, taking her breath away while she fell. Still, her mind worked. She twisted so the monster was beneath her. Maybe she could survive this fall.
Brodia struggled up to kneel on its much lighter soft belly fur. She waited for the end, which was taking forever.
It took a moment to realize she was breathing in the rank smell of the creature’s fur. The air wasn’t sweeping the foul stink away anymore. Still holding the knife in the monster’s body, she glanced around. The rock face was hovering a few feet away. She saw the d’sur holding her up; then, she began to rise. The animal was still limp beneath her as she continued to move up the rock face. Looking up, she saw a man standing at the edge, holding his arm up and away from his body. The waves that held her up came from the stick in his hand. It was the most magnificent sight she’d ever seen.
At the ledge, she saw Preem standing; the big grin on his dark face revealed his white teeth. The rest of the ridge was clear. Coming to rest on the shelf, she rolled off the creature.
“Are you hurt?” Preem asked, walking up to squat beside her.
She looked at the dead monster beside her before using her feet to push it over the edge. “I’m alive?” Tears welled up, but they were happy tears. He had protected her, no games this time. Just like the wagoner’s baby, he had saved her.
“Are you hurt?” he asked again. “It’s very scary.”
She shook her head. He didn’t understand. She’d never thought of herself as being brave before. “I’m alive,” she said again. “And now I know what it’s like to fly.” Brodia turned her head to gaze at Preem, her Zenii. “I killed it, didn’t I?”
“Indeed, you did.” She heard the pride in his voice. Suddenly, she knew she belonged.
She reached up her hand, so he grasped it to pull her up. The edge no longer frightened her. She asked, “I saws you attacked too.”
“Indeed. Arrox have no chance against a wizard. Yet they still try sometimes. They’ll leave us alone now, for a few days, at least.”
Arrox, of course. I hate Arrox! Marching in step along the ledge, she slipped her hand inside his arm and hugged it to her. He was the crusher, her crusher. She trusted her life in his hands. Her right ankle ached, and she was still freezing, but these things seemed trivial now.
After a moment, her body began to shake, gently at first and then more violently. She remembered that she only felt a calmness when those Arrox faced her. “Is it normal to only react after the fight?” she asked, curious about everything that was happening to her body.
“The most effective warriors suppress their fears until the battle is over,” he replied sagely. “Think back over your life. You will find other times when you reacted the same.”
Brodia remembered the wolves attacking. She had stood there, prepared to beat down the wolf about to leap on her. Then she remembered riding her friend’s horse when it bolted from a surprised fox. She remained calm as she wrestled control back. Even as the frightened nag galloped toward the stream it couldn’t hope to jump. She stroked the scar on her chin, a memento of that day. 
Somewhere along that trail at the top of a cliff, her heart gave itself to being her Zenii’s apprentice, and she reached satisfaction. It was as if her decision had lifted from her shoulders the heavy burden of hiding a painful secret.
Finally, they completed their trip across the side of the mountain. Once more, she was on a ridgeline. Brodia could see a small slice of the green valley to her left. To her right, the ridgeline overlooked a blue lake, far below them. A lake so still she could see the sky reflected on its surface.
“Welcome to the mirror lake of the three valleys,” Preem said. “You can see the valley of the five falls on the other side. The Valley of the Towers is near the top of the five falls.”
“Yes, Zenii.” Brodia looked at the five falls. How could anyone climb those?
“And now you know a secret that many men have killed to learn,” he said. “A secret you must be prepared to die to keep.”
“Yes, Zenii.” But all she thought about was those five falls, her right ankle, and his insistence on not flying.
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twenty-two
Trespassers 


He gazed down at the two-league-long lake. It had been many years since his only visit, so Preem was relieved to find the view unchanged from his memories. The deep-blue lake was still, reflecting the white-topped mountain peaks around it. It was a mystic appearance that took his breath away. Pine trees surrounded the lake, extending up into the lower reaches of each of the three valleys. 
Preem didn’t move while Brodia shuffled her feet beside him. When he was an apprentice like Brodia, the reverence of this place meant nothing. Then he didn’t know up from down as far as magic was concerned. Now he did and could appreciate this place for the first time.
From this height, he saw all five falls of the valley across the lake. This ridgeline was too far from the mysterious entrance to the Valley of the Towers, keeping it hidden from sight. They would have to circle the lake, crossing the western valley with its small river, to reach the base of the first waterfall. Then it would be a challenging and dangerous climb.
Beside him, Brodia seemed to have recovered from the Arrox attack. She should be ready for what was to come. However, Sarn had told him tales of apprentices killed in the attempt to climb the waterfalls. Yet custom would allow no other way.
He wondered if his talk had finally broken through her stubborn barrier. Would she develop into someone he could trust with his life? Now it seemed possible. Every apprentice had to transform from an ordinary person into a defender. Eventually, she would place the kingdom’s needs over her own.
He began to pick his way down the steep slope from the ridgeline. The going was difficult, with a seemingly endless rock formation to negotiate. Still, this was the only way into this basin, so its inhospitable descent ensured this hidden lake remained unvisited. Descending meant climbing one craggy rock to half climb, half slide into its base, and then repeat the process on the next massive boulder. The penalty for the slightest mistake or misstep was a broken ankle or worse. He heard the huffing of Brodia as she followed him, using her hands to help control her slides into the gullies between the boulders. Her bad ankle hampered her, so she usually chose to slide on her stomach.
More than once, he heard her muttering that this land was strictly for goats. But she didn’t ask him to fly, which was an improvement.
As he descended, his tension ascended. He was approaching a climax for which he doubted he was ready. Behind him, Brodia was vital in more ways than one. Already it was hard to remember what it had been like before she joined him. Would the triple towers give up what they guarded? Or would they kill him, leaving Brodia trapped in the Barrens? But if he died, could she escape the Arrox? He had to make her stronger first. It was a cruel lesson for boy or girl, but he already realized that her abilities were as strong as any boys’.
Two-thirds of the way down from the ridgeline, some soil began filling the crevices. Though this didn’t make the going any easier because bushes grew in that soil, forcing him to climb over the more exposed parts of the rocks between the trees. The scent of fresh pine filled his nostrils while the dampness of the forest around the lake eased the dry chill in the air. After the pass, the air here was refreshing, as if it wanted to rejuvenate him.
Finally, he was past the big rocks. They could continue their descent on the undulating ground covered in pine needles. After the harshness of the boulder field, this ground was a haven from all the world’s ills. If not for the urgency of his mission, Preem could linger here for several days in quiet bliss.
“It’s beautiful,” Brodia said. She limped beside him, glancing around like a child attending their first village fair.
His stride was more determined, heavy with the weight of his foreboding. Still, it was an incredible sight. “I’ve only been here once before. Though I remember it this way, I never appreciated how serene it was. Then I was full of energy and more than a handful for my master, who was an elderly man even then.”
“Haves I been a ‘handful’ too?” Her voice had a guilt-tinged edge to it. He smiled inwardly at the memories of when he was a fifteen-year-old running around as his old Zenii walked patiently down the gentle slope to the mirror lake.
“Being a ‘handful’ is a necessary trait for being a good apprentice. The spirit is everything for managing the d’sur. Only a rebellious mind can find the special stone in the d’dec’s darkness. While it is only a persistent mind that can fight that rock as it wriggles to be free of your control.” He glanced over at her and saw her enigmatic smile. He remembered how his first trip to this mysterious place had changed his outlook on life. Those Arrox had broken through her resistance.
The ground leveled out around the lake’s shore. When Brodia stepped to its edge to refill the water pouch, he advised her to wait until they reached a river that flowed into the lake. Side-by-side, she hooked his arm once more as they strolled around the shore. He was in no hurry, estimating they had two hands of daylight left with less than a league to go to reach the river from the western valley. As he walked, he spotted a burned patch of the forest floor in a small clearing, several feet from the lake’s shore.
“Wait here,” he said to Brodia. Stepping up to the scorched area, he saw the blackened logs from a fire. Whoever had left it, didn’t care or know enough to conceal their presence. 
Judging by the lack of ashes, he guessed the fire was more than a fortnight old. Could it be four months old? Could it be Zenii’s? It was Zenii who told him always to conceal their presence in this valley. The only explanation was that Harpin knew the way into this valley. Which meant they also knew the way into the Valley of Towers.
He reached out to search for any d’decs, finding none within his limit. He left the fire pit untouched and walked back to the lakeshore, where Brodia skipped stones across the placid waters.
“Don’t play,” he said softly. Brodia had another stone in her hand, ready to spin it out onto the lake. She dropped it as she turned to say something. He held up his hand, guessing she was about to apologize. He said, “We have crossed the brutal pass, been half-frozen, and attacked by Arrox. Of course, you want to celebrate that we survived, as do I. But not here. This valley is sacred ground for the Defenders. For that is what we call ourselves in private. This valley is our hidden sanctuary. So don’t apologize, only know that this is a special place.”
 He led her along the pebbled shoreline, as she walked behind in silence. At the western river, he set up camp for the night.
[image: image-placeholder]After supper, it was time for her nightly lesson. Within sight of his ultimate challenge, it could be her last one from him. Nine years ago, this had been the location of his first attempts to manipulate the waves. It had taken him another week to gain the strength to move a single stone. She was already a week ahead of his progress, but was it enough?
As usual, he set his tarner in front of Brodia while she sat cross-legged on the pine-needled ground. With a simple fist of d’sur, he swept the earth bare before placing a small stone in front of her.
“Move the stone,” he said, positioning the tarner six inches from her head.
He felt her mind reach out before she slipped into the darkness, locking onto the right ripples. The waves began to compress. Though not enough to move the more substantial stone. He watched her concentrate. The ripples intensified, causing the waves to compress. She was pushing hard on the imaginary rock inside the d’dec, and he guessed it was squirming to escape her attention. This was a critical juncture to overcome the more strident fightback from the d’dec. The pine needles near the stone began sliding toward the fire, but not the smooth rock.
Sweat formed on her brow as she pushed her ripples even harder. The stone rocked and then moved, rolling over once toward the fire. He felt her ripples condense more until the stone trundled into the flames. The fire itself was starting to heave under her growing pressure.
He smiled as parts of the fire lifted, then he realized the danger. “That’s enough. Before you set fire to the whole forest.” It was as if she was breaking out of a trance. “We’ll have to practice facing away from the fire.”
She spun around. With her back to the fire, she placed his tarner the same distance from her head. Staring straight ahead, she formed a broad d’sur fist to sweep the floor clear of pine needles. He wanted to laugh at her single-minded determination. Instead, he magic’d over four stones lying by the lake. He dropped them into her open spot on the forest floor.
“Again,” he said. This time, she had the right combination in under five seconds. All the stones began rolling across the bare patch on the forest floor.
He reached out with his d’sur fist and pulled the stones back. “Keep practicing. You have to move the stones in less than two seconds.”
“How do you pulls the stones back?”
Already, he thought. Already she wants more; like an animal trying to stuff one more nut into its mouth. “That’s for another time. Perfect each lesson before moving on.” But he was secretly thrilled at her determined attitude.
“A stone is nothing,” she said assertively. “Moving a stone will never help the realm. As you said, I am to be a defender of this realm. Then how can moving a stone help.”
Preem wondered what it was that drove her. He remembered being ecstatic when he moved that first stone. Here she was moving four stones and only wanted to do more. He foresaw that it would be a struggle keeping her to the time-honored progression of lessons. “Speed is more important than what weight you can move. If I took five seconds to stop those Arrox, then I would be dead, and so would you.”
She nodded slowly in acceptance before asking another question, “Must the d’dec be six inches from my head?”
“For now, yes. But power and control are determined by the d’dec’s distance from your head. Moving a stone is a start, which leads to moving a boulder, which leads to moving a quarried block of stone. Eventually, in theory, a wizard can move the quarried blocks of a castle razing it to the ground.” He saw her eyes light up at this idea. “But no wizard has ever shown that much power.”
“You pulled out a tree to break it in half.”
“I would need a hundred times as much power to remove a single block from a castle wall. No mastyon is long enough to provide that much power. What’s more, no wizard has been able to control the waves when the d’dec is that far from their mind.” Brodia shook her head, not understanding his words, which of course, he expected. “You will understand what I said one day. For now, accept that there are limits to what we can do. Though those limits are only theoretical.”
Preem turned back to gaze into the fire. Deep in thought about the upcoming tests, he kept a fraction of his consciousness on her progress. She swept the stones away, then got up to retrieve them. The patch she worked in was growing as she pushed the pine needles ever further out into the darkness.
While Brodia moved the stones, he thought again about failure. Could he take the risk, which could leave her alone to battle the Arrox? And if she escaped the Arrox, would the Brotherhood enslave her, even torture her or burn her alive. The indecision was tormenting him. He must have changed his mind five times while she practiced beside him.
“That’s enough for tonight,” he said after two hands of trying to reduce the time to engage her d’dec to move the stones. “You must continue to improve your time. However, tomorrow, we climb up the valley with the five waterfalls. It will be a long day.”
She returned his tarner and retrieved the four stones one last time before slipping them into her pocket. “What does it takes to become a full wizard?” she asked as she spread out her blanket beside the fire. She was looking at him, but not with that hopeful look she used to have each night.
“To become a journeyman wizard, you have to fly, which requires enough power to create what is called a double split fist. It will take years to learn that.”
She smiled as if to say not her. “And to become a grand wizard?”
“That is beyond your understanding of the waves. But it involves creating a third split plus making a weapon that no wizard can stop.”
Once Brodia had settled on her blanket, he stood before her practicing area. He gathered up the pile of dislodged pine needles. After lifting them twenty feet above the exposed soil, he let them fall naturally to carpet the forest floor. Satisfied that he’d masked their presence here, he laid out his blanket. Off in the distance, he heard the faint screeches of the Arrox that hunted throughout these mountains. The Arrox would soon regain their confidence.
Preem eventually found sleep. He dreamed about ending tomorrow as one more skeleton in the Valley of the Towers.
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twenty-three
Sarn’s Compulsion 


Brodia woke at first light; she stretched and got up right away. It was glorious to feel the cool rather than freezing temperatures. Preem also moved about, but he seemed lost in his thoughts, staring across the lake while she poked at the fire to release some heat from the gray embers. The warmer temperatures were helping her ankle too. It still hurt when she put weight on it, but she could flex it more this morning.  
For several days it had been too cold to brush her hair. Now, she took the time to brush out all the tangles. She pulled out the loose hairs from her brush. Usually, she’d burn them so Preem couldn’t track her, but now she didn’t mind. “Do you want these hairs so you can know where I am?” She handed the little bundle of black hairs to him. He took them and dropped them into the embers to shrivel away before turning to look along the lake’s shore. “Zenii, will we waits for the sun?” she asked.
“No. We leave now.” He spoke without turning around. “I want to be at the entrance to the Valley of the Towers before nightfall.”
She rolled her blanket and tossed handfuls of dirt to cover the fire’s dull embers. Sensing Preem’s brooding dispelled her spiritedness. Now she had a sense of dread. They would visit a mysterious place from her childhood horror stories. She slung her rolled blanket over her back, ready to go.
His demeanor in the valley moved her in a way she hadn’t felt since that time her mother took her to an old farmhouse south of Widemouth. It was soon after her first teenage birthday. The farmhouse was nothing special to her eyes, yet Ma cried when she saw it. At the time, Brodia wanted to ask what was special, but something in her mother’s face warned her to stay quiet. Later, she learned that her mother grew up in that old farmhouse. Now, she saw this same look on Preem’s face.
Standing beside her, a quiet Preem used a slice of waves to cut under the fire pit. He lifted the fire into the air before forming another fist to scoop a deep trench. She watched in awe as he moved carefully, making each action with precision like he was a priest performing the Spring Awakening ceremony. He buried the fire in the hole and covered it with dirt. Lastly, he scattered pine needles over the entire area.
After he strode away, she studied the place where they spent the night but saw no sign that they’d ever been there. He had never shown this much stealth before reaching this secret lake. His religious reverence had moved her deeply. Here, in this valley, he was a priest to the Gods, or was that to the Defenders?
She hurried to catch up as he marched to the small river that ran slowly into the lake from the west valley. The bitterly cold river was four feet below its banks and offered no steppingstones or trees. Nothing spanned the slow-moving waters. Although now, she knew he wouldn’t fly across. Certainly not in this valley.
But apparently, he could use magic. She not only sensed his magic but now, at the river’s bank, she saw him create two wide fists. Each fist was more complex than the simple pushing fist she had used last night. He thrust both into the river. One held back the water from upriver. The other pushed the remaining water downstream to create a glistening path for them. Without hesitation, he marched into the river’s floor. She followed, limping still but feeling more comfortable. 
The riverbed included hundreds of smooth stones embedded in hard light-tan clay. Several puddles dotted the riverbed. At the deepest point, she was well below the side banks. On her left, the waters rose above her head from Preem’s upriver block. Though she trusted his abilities, she had a sense of relief when she climbed up the opposite side.
Continuing their march, she heard the river’s water release and sweep into the lake. She wondered about his rule on not flying. Clearly, he could use magic in specific ways but not in others. Brodia was about to ask but then saw the serious look on his face. It wasn’t a good time to interrupt.
The air smelled wonderfully fresh. If not for that sense of doom, she would have enjoyed this unspoiled mountain valley.
By midmorning, they had completed a half circuit of the lake. Brodia stood near the river that bubbled and jumped down the valley with five falls. She stared up the steep gully, strewn with jagged boulders with all five waterfalls in view. Each was a narrow gossamer white curtain tumbling over a protruding drop. This climb was strictly for mountain goats, but she accepted that flying would not be an option.
“Don’t ask,” he said, misreading her thoughts. “We have to earn this visit to the Valley of the Towers. That is the way it must always be. We take our break here. Then we climb.”
“I know,” she replied. Usually, she’d be angry that someone had supposed to know what she was thinking, but this time it pleased her. She was already past his insistence on not flying. A part of her even understood it. “My father was half-goat,” she said, trying to lift his spirits. “Though it was only the stubborn half.”
It didn’t work. Brodia sat down on her rolled blanket and wallowed in her sense of trepidation. Preem sat beside her, and she passed the water pouch so that he could drink first. She gazed into his eyes. They weren’t so scary anymore. Strange, yes, but not terrifying.
After eating her last sour apple for lunch, she went to the river to refill the water pouch. When she turned back, she saw Preem holding a walking staff he’d made moments before.
“You’ll need this on the climb.” It was light but sturdy, made from a small pine tree. He smiled wanly, then he turned to begin the ascent up the valley.
[image: image-placeholder]She walked through the trees and around or over the rocks beside the river until she reached the first waterfall’s base. After staring at the daunting climb, she began. Preem insisted that she go first, promising to catch her if she fell. She climbed slowly, checking every few feet to see where her next steps should be. She tried to favor her right ankle but quickly discovered it was impossible not to rely on both her feet as she climbed. She ignored the pain. She moved across the rock face, finding the easiest way up each section. When she reached the top of the first fall, she glanced around, waiting for Preem to catch up. The lake already seemed far below them, though it was only a couple of hundred feet. Across the mirror-like lake, she saw the valley they came down. The slope at its end seemed unclimbable from where she stood.
Once Preem reached her, she pushed on, aware that they had to get to the top before dark. The trees here were stunted compared to those around the lake.
She began climbing. Lost in the grind of finding the best route, Brodia didn’t take the time to study the area far above her, focusing her attention on the rockface within four feet. The second waterfall consumed her awareness. This one was exceedingly tricky. More and more, she had to rely on her walking staff. She jammed it between boulders to give her something to pull herself up. Concentrating, she made sure the next step was not only a good one, but her ankle would support her weight. She tested each handhold to ensure it would not come away in her fingers. Soon, she lost all track of time.
Scraggly bushes dotted the second flat section. Though the third climb was easier, by the fourth waterfall, the sky was darkening as Brodia neared exhaustion. “One more waterfall,” Preem said as encouragement from behind. “Keep concentrating.” They were the first words he’d said since they left the bottom some time ago.
She climbed on, finding a route between massive boulders. The breeze had picked up as the day drew toward an end. She felt the ribbons fluttering around her head, but she focused on the climb. Above the fourth waterfall, the valley floor was bare of trees or bushes. Only now did she see the narrow cleft to her left, in the side of the valley.
Preem passed her and studied the cleft. “Sit,” he said without turning around.
She tried to control her breathing. Leaning forward, she rubbed her right ankle as she stared at the narrow gap. It was wide enough for three men to walk side-by-side, no more. She thought it was easy to mistake for a small cave. It was difficult to imagine this narrow gap was the origin of so many fanciful stories of wizards, Arrox, and dragons. “Is that it?”
“Yes,” he replied. “It’s not easy to find. Even if someone climbed the first three waterfalls, they would not see it. It’s good that it’s hidden, for it leads to a place of death.”
Preem’s words were chilling. “And you says tomorrow we goes up this cleft to the Valley of the Towers? Will we fight more Arrox or dragons?”
“Dragons are a myth, and Arrox will not enter this cleft,” he said. “Only I will go all the way through the cleft to the valley. You must stay in the cleft’s passage until I return.” She couldn’t decide if she was disappointed or relieved. Both feelings swam in her mind as the sweat from the climb froze on her body. “Wrap yourself in your blanket,” he said after turning to see her shivering. “We can’t light a fire tonight.”
Preem ambled over to the wide crack, leaning his hand on the rock wall as he peered inside. Only he did not enter it. She came over to sit beside him, feeling a cold, ominous breeze oozing out of the narrow gap. Peeking inside, she saw only gray fading to black. After a minute, she had to avert her eyes. The cleft filled her heart with despair.
“You said that Sarn the Sage came here one last time but never returned,” she said.
“It was his third or fourth visit. He mentioned he saw something long ago that he felt compelled to take now,” Zenii said. “He told me it was a master d’dec.” Preem came and sat beside her on the rock. “This is my first time in the valley itself, so I feel no compulsion. I was coming to see if that d’dec was here. But now I’m here to find something for you.”
“What is it?”
He smiled as he gave a slight head shake. The maddening man wasn’t going to tell her. “Stop tugging on your ear. It’s time for your lessons. We have a short time before nighttime robs us of light.”
He set two stones on a flat rock in front of her before handing over his tarner. However, she couldn’t concentrate on entering the d’dec’s darkness. The cold and fear robbed her mind of the calm she needed. After five minutes, he told her to stop trying.
“An important lesson tonight. A wizard must control the waves at any time, especially when other things distract them. You showed great calm when the wolves or Arrox attacked. Now you must learn to relax your mind when nature itself is attacking you. We must remain calm in all circumstances, even when our lives or the lives of those we love are in danger, or we are freezing. Remember this lesson, Brodia. It will save your life one day.”
“I’m sorry, Zenii.”
“Don’t apologize. Do better next time.”
With the sun gone, a bone-chilling cold settled on her body. She pulled her beret over her ears and the blanket tighter, wondering how she would get any sleep tonight.
“Come. Sit with me,” Preem said in the dark. She shuffled over to him. His great leather coat was open. “Sit here with your back to my chest.”
When she did as he instructed, he wrapped his coat around them both. His arms crossed in front of her, under her breasts, pulling her closer. Brodia saw the blanket of air he wound around them, blocking out the breeze and trapping their body warmth. She felt comfortable at last.
“This is called a cocoon,” he said.
She smiled. Brodia was secure in a way she hadn’t felt for many years. She searched for the Time Star, but the valley sides blocked most of the sky above her. Drifting into sleep, she also drifted into a comfortable physical love for her Zenii. She forgot her fears, and her heart was happy. She even ignored the eagles that began calling from within the vicinity.
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twenty-four
The Triple Towers


Preem woke with Brodia nestled in his arms, breathing easily. He could smell her hair as her head rested by his cheek. He was sitting on a rock while leaning against the rock wall near the cleft entrance. His position on the rock was uncomfortable, but he didn’t dare move as that would disturb her sleep. So, he endured the ache for a little longer as he thought about the day ahead. When he did shift slightly, she came awake. 
“Preeeem,” she sighed.
Now that she was awake, he adjusted his position to ease the pain in his backside. “Morning, Brodia.”
She twisted around and stood up. “Sorry!”
“Don’t apologize,” he said with a laugh. “You kept me warm last night. This is no place to be sleeping alone. We are surrounded by Arrox, waiting to see if the cold has weakened me.” He pulled out two strips of dried meat, offering one to her. He began chewing on his piece before saying, “If I’m strong, they’ll leave us alone. If weak, then they will attack.”
“They’re awful creatures,” Brodia said. “Got too many legs, and their faces are so ugly. But you act as if they are intelligent.”
“Indeed they are.” Preem didn’t pay much attention to them when he came here with his Zenii, though Sarn warned him about their intelligence. Now he could almost feel how they planned things without charging in mindlessly as the wolves did. “The Arrox have eight limbs but use the front two to carry weapons.”
After eating, he sat to clear his mind. Brodia went a little way toward the stream to splash her face and relieve herself. He waited for her return before giving her his final instructions. “I will be going alone into the Valley of the Towers. You must wait inside the cleft, but under no circumstances are you to follow me past the bend. The Arrox fear this place and will not enter the cleft.”
“Is it dangerous past the bend?” Her voice was more curious than afraid.
“I’ve never been past the bend, but yes, it’s dangerous.” He looked along the gap, to where the path bent to the right. “In the end, the Towers killed every wizard that didn’t die in battle.”
Brodia snapped her head around to look into his eyes, her face distressed. “Then why goes, Preem?” He wondered about her pleading tone; did I sound the same nine years ago? “What if you don’t return?”
“It’s my duty as a Defender of Vosj.” he pulled out his purse. “Take this. I have over one hundred crowns. If I don’t return before nightfall, take this back to your village, find a husband, and make a full life for yourself.”
“No!” she said, surprising him. “I will trains myself to be a wizard. You said before that I belong to the Defenders now.” She paused but spoke again before he could agree. “You just think I’m a girl.” These last words carried much pain for her.
“No. If I’ve learned one thing in these last few weeks, it is that you are not just some girl.” He rested his hand on her shoulder. “I would be proud if you dedicated yourself to becoming a strong Defender.”
Standing, he set his floppy wizard’s hat on his head, buttoned his leather coat, and grasped his tarner. “Remember, do not follow me into this valley. It isn’t your time.”
“Zenii, are you sure it’s your time?”
“Indeed. I go to find something you will need to be an apprentice,” he replied. Knowing this could be his last advice to her, he added. “But if I should fail to return, you are not to look for me. Remember, the enemy is strong, so take time to learn the magic and practice every day in secret. Even if the kingdom falls, you must live to be strong so that you can win it back for all the people.”
He strode into the fissure, staring along the narrow path that went a hundred feet at a constant width. Then it disappeared as it turned to the right. The passageway, for that was what it resembled, rose toward that bend. Without a single glance back, he walked from the cleft’s entrance. His entire mind focused on what Grand Wizard Sarn had warned him lay around that bend. For this wasn’t just the home of a wizard’s power, it was also the entrance to the Halls of the Gods. The place where the Gods held sway over Vosj. One wrong step, bad thought, or missed supplication would mean death. Sarn told him the valley was filled with the bleached bones of wizards who had failed to please the Gods.
The passageway squeezed the chill wind that blew hard in his face. It challenged his desire to keep going, tempting him to turn around to let it force him back to the entrance. He pushed on. At the end of the passageway, the wind eased as he followed the bend. Ahead, a broad valley came into view, rising up a gentle slope to a rock wall in the near distance.
The scene surprised Preem. He saw several stunted trees eking out a life in this sheltered valley. But strangest of all were the three tall darkest-blue towers standing at the top of the valley. So dark was the blue that they appeared black until he saw the blue tint as the sunlight glinted off the pointed tops. Even from here, the Towers were imposing. They looked like the darkest swords ever made for a giant.
The three towers stood in a cluster on the left side with vertical rock walls protecting them on two sides. He glared at these stark towers. In his heart, he knew they had killed Zenii, the man he loved above all others. Even the design for his wizard’s hat mirrored the peaked tops of the three towers. He sat down to steady his thoughts. This was the worse place to let his emotions get away from him. In the distance, far outside this valley, he heard Arrox screeching. Their calls echoed off the valley’s vertical walls creating a reverberation he felt in his bones. He saw muted patches of color scattered among the rocks inside the canyon.
Still uncertain, he let the scene settle on his psyche. The first task was necessary regardless of his final decision.  He began to reach out with his mind to inspect the d’sur pulsing out from the d’dec in the knob of his tarner. He searched for the abnormality he prayed was here; for the anomaly he needed if he were to have a strong apprentice plus a chance against the wizard from Harpin.
Methodically, he swept back-and-forth across the valley floor with his d’sur, searching for any interference. Beside the left wall of the valley, he felt a fluctuation. Something was affecting the uniform waves coming from his tarner. A d’dec lay near the valley’s far wall, and he would have to traverse the bottom of the valley to reach it.
Scrambling over the small rocks to the left, he glanced furtively at the Towers. Halfway to the wall, he passed the nearest patch of color. This close, he saw it was some clothing wedged among the rocks. The faded coat was dull black with yellow stripes. White bones protruded from the bundle. Preem stopped to stare at the macabre sight, thankful the coat was not the one his own Zenii wore. These were the last remains of some other apprentice’s Zenii.
After a moment’s reflection on a wizard’s fate, he continued past the sickening bundle. He half expected the Towers to send something unstoppable to freeze his heart.
He reached the far wall. In front of him, lying between some loose rocks, he saw the dull silver object he called a d’dec. He reached out to it tentatively by dropping into its darkness. This one was for Brodia. It would be her talisman, marking her as a wizard’s apprentice and a Defender of Vosj; it would be hers for life.
He pulled back out of the d’dec with a deep sigh of satisfaction. Reaching down, he plucked up the blueberry-sized object between his thumb and forefinger, slipping it into his pocket. At last, he had accomplished one of the tasks that brought him here. It was time to leave and make his mastyon before assuming the full mantle of a grand wizard.
Squatting among the rocks, he took several deep breaths as he stared at the three Midnight Towers. Could he justify slipping away from these spires that seemed to judge his worthiness as a grand wizard? What of that other mission that filled him with dread, the search for that master d’dec. The one Zenii had told him was here, the one that was larger than any other. Had Harpin’s wizard taken it? He reached out again with his mind, examining the waves, seeking any other anomalies.
Doggedly, he scanned the valley from side to side working his search toward the towers. There! Near the middle tower, he found a powerful disturbance. The pronounced break revealed a d’dec that dominated his tarner’s waves. Preem sat to think. This must be the stone that killed all those other grand wizards who tried to control it. Could he risk abandoning Brodia to face Harpin’s wizard by herself with no d’dec?
He could not, so he decided to leave it here, satisfied that Harpin’s wizard didn’t possess it. Reluctantly he eased himself back to the valley’s bottom. He turned away from the Midnight Towers and walked along the passageway toward the cleft’s entrance.
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia sat, inside the opening, against the passage wall, waiting. Her eyes held many questions, but she asked none of them. His mind was also full of doubts. The master d’dec was undisturbed for now. Had the tall apprentice been here? Would he tell his master about it? Would Harpin’s grand wizard come to try for it? Was the enemy stronger than Grand Wizard Sarn? Was he strong enough to win control of it?
Preem realized he couldn’t leave it for the first kingdom’s Grand Wizard. He had an obligation to master it. A duty that surpassed his concerns for leaving Brodia alone in the Barrens.
“Keep this in your pocket. Do not try to reach out to it until I return,” he said, placing the d’dec in her pocket. “Remember, wait until nightfall. If I don’t return, make your way to the lake. Stay there until you master your wizard’s stone.” He turned to go back and then remembered some final advice. “Power lies in the distance the d’dec is from your mind. May the Gods forever guide you wisely.”
Though her eyes teared, pleading with him not to go, she said nothing. He turned to walk back up the passageway to the Valley of the Towers.
Once more, he stared at those three imposing towers. Preem scanned with his d’dec to find the master d’dec lying near the center tower. To win it, he would have to reach out to it and enter its darkness. How many wizards had tried this before? The trick, he decided, was to touch it gently and give it time to accept him.
But first, he had to be closer. He eased his way over the rocks that littered the valley. After a hundred feet, he saw his second wizard’s coat wedged between two rocks. This coat was dark green with large red spots. The ghastly bundle wasn’t Zenii’s remains.
Strangely, the collar of this wizard’s coat was facing away from the towers as if the owner was moving away when he died. Preem looked closer. In the deteriorating leather of the coat, he saw a hole burned into it. It looked like a burning arrow was fired into this grand wizard as he ran away. The arrow was gone now, maybe rotted after all these years.
He was convinced the entrance to the Halls of the Gods lay in one of these towers. What would the Gods do to a man who was still alive? Would a flaming arrow strike him down too? Duty never lay so heavy on his shoulders before. He bowed to the towers, asking the Gods to forgive him and grant him this one request to save his realm. Preem took a deep breath before pushing on toward the towers.
Soon he found more remains, more dead grand wizards with their distinctive coats. He stopped for a moment to look at the coats, finding another one with a small burn hole in the back. Maybe these wizards weren’t close enough to the master d’dec. He bowed again as he pleaded with the Gods to forgive him. Then he continued past these lifeless spectators. Soon he was ten feet from the dominant source pouring up through the rocks. He stopped.
Some sense of his place in history prompted him to destroy his tarner and throw his d’dec back down the valley to settle among the rocks. Should the Gods or this master d’dec kill him, the next grand wizard, Brodia, would be able to find his old wizard’s stone for their apprentice.
He steeled himself for this first contact. Preem reached with his mind to lightly feel the d’dec. He had barely touched the imaginary curtains when he sensed a wicked surge coming back. Desperately, he tried to drop the connection, but the malignant force was too quick, locking onto his mind. He cried out in his skull.
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twenty-five
A Very Long Day


After accepting the d’dec from Preem, she forlornly watched as he turned to re-enter the valley, hoping he’d glance back one last time to give her a wave. He didn’t. Something in her heart said he wasn’t meant to go back, that he was taking a risk that could kill or harm him. If only he would allow her to go with him, to help him. But he didn’t. 
He instructed her not to reach out to the d’dec he gave her. A week ago, she wouldn’t have fully trusted him, but today she would follow her Zenii’s instructions. She was alone at the top of a brutal valley. Sitting on a rock in a narrow cleft listening to screeching that didn’t come from eagles.
Brodia leaned her head out of the cleft to find the source of the screeching. The rocky area seemed deserted as she searched the other side of the river. She looked at the rocky face of the top waterfall. There! On the top edge of the fifth falls, she saw something moving. Then two, four, and finally, five. Silhouettes against the dull gray sky. The creatures had too many legs. They patrolled along the edge. She didn’t count the legs on the monster she killed, so she tried to count the legs now. More than four! Zenii had said they had eight!
When they stopped stalking along the edge to climb down, she caught her breath. Great Father, Fortitad, give me courage. Scrambling further up the gap, she put some distance between herself and the entrance. Was the passageway a part of the valley? She asked herself. Would the Arrox stop at the entrance? Zenii had said they would stay out; should she trust it was true? She was surprised to find that she did trust him and would stay put.
Five eight-legged monsters screeched at her as they blocked the cleft’s entrance but didn’t enter. The Arrox had no necks, and the placement of the two black eyes below the nose was sickening.  They each carried a weapon in one of their forepaws. Six-fingered forehands was a better description. Perhaps the worst thing was the intelligence she saw in the eyes of these monsters.
She wedged herself into a crevice on the left side. From here, she could watch the Arrox while keeping an eye for when Preem returned to drive these monsters away. After leaving her knife in the dead Arrox, all she had left was that climbing stick plus the d’dec in her pocket. Her instinct warned her that she wasn’t near strong enough to use magic on them. Still, she readied herself in case they attacked, holding the stick between her knees.
Wrapped in two blankets, she stood guard. For a while, she and the Arrox stared at each other. Then the tiny band moved away, disappearing from her view. She didn’t move, convinced they were trying to entice her outside the cleft.
Reaching down, she rubbed her bad ankle, finally removing the boot to let the warmth of her hands ease the pain a little. With nothing to distract her, she watched the bend, hoping to see her Zenii while she massaged her right ankle and thought about being a defender. King Attim ruled the realm, and like all the kings before him, he made it clear women had only one purpose in this world. She hated her father but agreed with one thing he said. The king was a fool.
Preem was the realm’s hero. Was it blasphemy to think of him as a god? Probably. Maybe he was the realm’s defender as he said he was. Suddenly things became clearer. He wanted her to be a trainee defender. She wanted desperately to be a defender of the kingdom so that she could throw it back into her father’s face. Stuff it into his pipe and make him smoke it.
The cold seeped into her swollen ankle, forcing her to push her boot back on, wincing at the sharp pain. Shivering, she continued to watch for Preem’s appearance, like a dog waiting for its master. If her attention wandered, she snapped it back to the bend. If her eyelids drooped from tiredness, she forced them open again to check the end of the passageway. 
Time passed, but she never lost her resolve to see him when he rounded that bend. No sounds came from the valley while the day dragged on, and no more screeching came from the entrance. She eschewed water or food as she sat guarding the cleft. It was the longest day of her life.
Sitting in the shadows, she saw the sky begin to turn a darker gray. The sun would soon be setting. Doubts began to creep into her thoughts. What if he didn’t return? What if he lay hurt around that bend? If she waited for total dark, she’d never find him. She didn’t just trust him; she needed him too. She needed him in ways she was only now beginning to understand.
Finally, she stood, pummeling her legs with her fists to stir her tepid blood. She began the slow, cautious climb toward the bend. The cold on her ankle made her hobble, forcing her to lean on her climbing stick. At the bend, she slowed to a cautious crawl with her right hand sliding over the rocky face of the valley wall. The far edge of the valley came into sight.
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twenty-six
The Master D’dec


With his mind snared by the master d’dec, images of a dark void filled Preem’s head, making him retch. He fought against the emptiness, trying to flood some light into the illusion. If he dropped the link now, the d’dec would trap his mind in this void. The blackness wasn’t like a cave where you could sense the walls; this blackness was endless, stretching into infinity on all sides. 
After what seemed an eternity, he saw pricks of light dotting the darkness like daisies in a distant field. Then he saw a midnight tower floating among the pinpricks. He forced his mind to concentrate on that image, to move with it through the emptiness. As he floated beside the tower, a pinprick of light flew at him. He felt a sharp stab in his leg while his mind remained trapped. When another pinprick began moving toward him, Preem imagined his arms wrapped around the tower’s pointed top, clinging to the smooth metal. The point of light faded away, leaving him alone once more in the void, clinging to the tower’s tip.
The nothingness was endless, threatening to swallow his mind in its formlessness. He screamed into the void. The bright spots, like the stars on a clear night, flew past. Unlike the night stars, these were in hundreds of thousands, filling every inch of his view. Some were bright, others dull. As he moved with the tower, the points of light changed position as if they had great depth to their presence.
Flying with the tower, he passed a spiraling light that wanted to pull him to pieces. He screamed again, refusing to release his frantic grip. Some of the brightest lights became balls of fire. Their flames jumped out like a snake’s tongue, trying to lick him with fiery death.
Time had no meaning while he fought against the desire to release the tower and let the d’dec win. He would not allow the void or flames to consume him to give him peace. For his love of Brodia, he could not let it succeed.
The bright spots thinned out as fainter stars came into view. The emptiness was darker, colder. It felt like the light of a million stars had cast him out, abandoned him to the cold, unloving darkness.
The image began wavering between the tower in the void and the valley. At one point, he saw the tower settle back in the valley over a tail of red-hot flames. Finally, it came to rest, bathed in the valley’s sunlight. Preem willed the bond to drop.
Gasping for breath, Preem lay across the rocks. The pain in his right calf and the smell of his vomit pulled him back to consciousness. Feeling weak, he sat back up, staring at the three towers, his suspicions confirmed. Here was what killed the grand wizards in the past. They came back a third time to win the powerful d’dec, but it defeated them one by one. They thought they were strong enough to wrest control of it. Reaching down to his calf, Preem felt the wet stickiness of his blood. He didn’t have time to worry about it, so he wrapped it crudely in some cloth he tore from the sleeve of his shirt. Then he returned to the problem of the master d’dec.
If ever the enemy wizard could command it, he would destroy Otanic. Preem pondered the problem. For a hand, he sat with his eyes closed, thinking through different ideas. It was like playing a game of nanuj against himself. He needed to know more.
He moved closer before he again reached out with his mind. But this time, he only examined the waves emanating from the powerful d’dec. He didn’t try to enter the d’dec itself. For two hands, he studied the d’sur, their shape, the way they pulsed.
When he felt he knew enough, he sent a faint ripple from his mind to interfere with the waves without entering the d’dec. Was he close enough to affect the waves? The change in intensity was weak, but it was there. He studied the effect his ripples had. For another hand, he tried different patterns, each time keeping the lightest touch so as not to create another surge.
In time, he sensed the d’dec accepting his interference. Unhurriedly he began to mentally prowl around its darkness like a stray cat checking out a new home from a distance. He touched the curtains guarding the darkness and withdrew, pacing its edges. He stroked them again without trying to open them. It stopped resisting his gentle touches, so he slipped in. In the darkness, he waited until he could sense that strange rock. It gave off the faintest red glow, and he felt its power beyond anything he could imagine. Reaching out with his mind, he touched it. It let him become its master.
It was time. With careful deliberation, Preem worked his way across the last five feet. He continued to send ripples to soothe the waves flowing from the d’dec. The Towers loomed over him, while another dull silver, twelve-sided object nestled among the rocks. Only this d’dec was the size of a strawberry, many times the size of his old d’dec.
A sense of acceptance swept over him. The Towers welcomed him as the Gods recognized his need to defend his realm. Tears of relief welled up as he gazed at the d’dec that waited for him to claim it as his own for whatever remained of his life.
He picked it up reverently. Turning his back to the towers, he looked out down the valley. He was the ruler of it all. Holding the master d’dec in front of him, he used it to scan the valley. He found two d’decs, his old one plus another. He found the extra d’dec in the long staff, or mastyon, of the grand wizard with the dark green coat with red spots. After an internal debate, Preem destroyed the dead wizard’s mastyon to take the blueberry-sized d’dec. From there, he walked through the rocks to retrieve his old one.
Moving carefully, Preem studied each pile of clothes where a wizard died, searching for his Zenii’s blue and green checkered coat, but it wasn’t here. Preem felt joy and confusion. If not here, then where?
With little that he could do about it, Preem turned his attention to the next task. He selected a uniquely twisted, ancient tree in the valley and magically cut it down. He used his new d’dec to pull apart the very fibers at the top of the tree before reforming them around the strawberry-sized d’dec leaving it out of sight.
He reduced the tree to a shaft that was a mere two inches in diameter. Pulling fibers from the wood, he twisted them into spiraling rope patterns down the shaft. At the bottom, he attached a flat stone from the valley to protect it when it struck the ground.
Soon, with the valley already in shadow, he had crafted a new walking staff. It was a seven-foot-tall mastyon that was worthy of any grand wizard. Preem used his mastyon to make one last change to his appearance.
Preem turned for one final gaze at the Towers. They no longer held the same dread for him. He reached out to use his new d’dec to scan the towers, finding a powerful d’dec near the top of the towers on each end. These hadn’t revealed themselves before. He rescanned with his old d’dec, but it couldn’t penetrate the mysterious towers. Only he knew these d’decs existed.
Satisfied, he scanned the entire valley one last time. He found two faint d’dec images near the bend at the bottom of the valley. Curious, he picked his way down to the location of these two murmurs. He studied the spots. They had a familiarity about them, like a long-forgotten taste from his youth.
He passed his waves over to the spot where he picked up the d’dec for Brodia and found the same mumble in the waves. A chill came over him as he concluded that two d’decs had rested here recently. That meant two apprentices were out there, working with Harpin’s mysterious wizard. The tall murderer was one, but who was the other? Was that gray wizard an apprentice or the master?
He now faced two mysteries that held the fate of the fourth kingdom. What happened to his master, and who held the second missing d’dec. The sky was darkening rapidly, robbing him of time to contemplate the problem.
With one final gaze at the three Midnight Towers, Preem turned his back on them to walk down to the bend. As he rounded its corner, he found Brodia walking up. The relief on her face dispelled his immediate anger that she was about to disobey his last command.
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twenty-seven
Like a Baby 


Brodia’s joy at seeing Preem brought a deep smile to her face. He seemed calm, telling her that they must leave for the capital. She stared up at him, standing ten feet away. Preem’s dark face now looked regal. He stood taller, carrying a long staff, a mastyon. Now he wore a peaked hat, like those illustrations from her schoolbooks. No longer did he pull the top down to conceal his long black scar. 
She stepped back, awestruck, as he strode past her. She scrambled after him, full of questions but unsure how to ask any of them. As he walked down the passage, she noticed his limp. Except now he favored his right leg. Outside the cleft, he turned to smile at her. Her heart lifted immediately. She knew that everything was alright.
The screeching began anew. The five Arrox stood on the other side of the rushing stream. Preem faced the monsters whose shrieking had reached a more strident level. They began moving forward. She sensed the narrow fist Preem formed and watched it fly at the closest Arrox. It screamed out in pain when the d’sur fist knocked it over. The others in the band began shuffling back.
“We can’t stay here, but it’s getting too dark to risk climbing down,” he said. “Stand in front of me.”
She did as he instructed. Immediately she saw a d’sur fist of waves encircle them both. Another flat fist slid under them, lifting them two feet. Other fists pushed them over the fourth waterfall. She dimly made out the river tumbling down the valley while they swept out. They dropped toward the lake’s black waters.
Five minutes later, she stood beside him near the lake’s northern shore. He created a larger-than-normal fire, and, after eating, he called her over to sit beside him. She reached out to touch his arm to verify he was real, happy he was alive, and marveling at his presence. The light from the fire revealed his warm smile. She was his student; that was the most important thing she could imagine.
She sensed him creating a tiny hand of d’sur that reached into her pocket to pull out the d’dec he’d given her. Preem added another two from his pocket. Now, in front of her lay three silvery stones, each the size of a red holly berry.
“You must pick one,” he said. She sat beside Preem studying the three identical stones. Each emitted waves she saw in the air creating strange patterns where they crossed. When she reached out to each of them with her mind, one felt more receptive, letting her pass through the curtain into its darkness in an instant. She selected that one, and he picked it up from the ground to place it in her hands. “Good choice,” he said with a wink.
She held the berry-sized stone reverently like it was her firstborn child. The first thing she noticed was a lack of temperature. It was neither warm nor cold; it matched the warmth of her palm’s skin. She glanced at Preem with her eyebrows raised in a question. “Isn’t metal always cold?”
“These never feel warm or cold. They’re always the same temperature as your hand.”
She bent her head to study the d’dec’s shape. It wasn’t round but had many faces; each was the same size and had five perfect edges, like a baby version of the rock she imagined inside the d’dec’s darkness. The dull silver reflected the firelight like a dusty mirror. She tried to count the sides but lost track. Preem told her it had twelve sides. When she asked why it was called a d’dec, Preem said he didn’t know but that Sarn gave him the name.
“We have no books on wizardry,” he added. “All that we know is passed from a Zenii to his apprentice, generation by generation for centuries.”
“So, you will tells me what I needs to learn?”
“In time I will. I have many fantastical stories to tell, including ones that go back centuries and describe a mysterious lost city.”
“I loves stories,” Brodia said. She looked again at her d’dec as she rolled it around in her palm. “Is it mine to practices with?” she asked.
“It’s yours, for so long as you want to be a wizard. Come. I will help you make a wand.” Preem limped over to the nearby trees; she followed, cradling her d’dec in the palm of her hand. “We must first pick a small branch that is perfectly straight.”
They moved through the trees, until she found a two-finger-thick branch that was straight. She pointed to it. “Is this ones good?”
“It will do.” He squeezed a knife-thin wedge of waves from his mastyon to slice off the small branch. “Use my knife to shape it.” He handed the tapering branch to her. “Cut it, so it’s as long as your elbow to your fingertips.”
Back at the fire, Brodia asked why he was limping. He told her about being cut, but not how. “Let me see,” she said, refusing his attempts to pretend it was nothing. It was no different than dealing with her brother Ipin. She was amused at how men were so fake brave.
Preem showed her the puncture through his calf, with the skin burned where the object entered. Brodia hated the sight of the wound, but she carefully dressed it with a strip she cut from her blanket. Only after she had dressed his wound did she begin working again on her wand.
Brodia used his knife to remove any side branches and strip the bark. Finally, she had it just right, so she began drying it over the fire’s flames, allowing the wood to darken to the same shade as Preem’s face.
Preem watched her. Then without warning, he gently took her right foot and removed her boot. She continued to hold her wand over the fire to darken the wood, but her attention was on Zenii’s ministrations to her sore ankle. He removed her woolen sock before rubbing and kneading her ankle and foot. His hands were warm and gentle, sending sparks up her spine like the embers floating above the fire.
“Don’t let it burn,” he warned as her attention had left the blackening wand a while ago. Her wand was smoking as if ready to burst into flames. Sadly, Zenii stopped rubbing her foot.
She pulled her wand from the fire. It was as dark as his face. Preem took it from her and embedded her d’dec stone in its end, wrapping it in some of the wand’s wood fibers. He gave it back to her. Now, she held her own functioning apprentice wand for the first time. She gazed at her blackened wand, lost in thoughts of fighting Arrox while protecting the realm. In her dream, her father watched in awe.
“It’s been a long day,” Preem said, breaking into her reverie. “We will begin your training with your wand tomorrow.”
Feeling safe, Brodia selected a large log to toss it into the fire, admiring the light show. As the firebrands rose in the heat of the fire, she thought of the hideous creatures that lived in this strange land. “Why do Arrox haves eight legs? All the other large animals haves four legs. Even we haves four limbs like the Gods used the same model. Why then gives the Arrox eight limbs?”
“I do not know and will have to think on this. But not tonight, for I’m tired.”
“Yes, Zenii,” she said. Lying on her blanket that covered a soft bed of pine needles, she discovered a heavy, awkward shape in the pocket of her pants. She pulled it out and stepped over to where Preem lay on his side of the fire. “I forgots to return this, Zenii.”
He took the purse from her, sliding it into his coat without so much as judging its weight. “You can give back the silver-stone too. I don’t need you to carry it for me any longer.”
She pulled out the silvery stone, feeling its smoothness under her calloused fingertips. Once, it had been the talisman for her love of Preem. Now it meant much less. Now her wand was all she needed to know her place in this world.
After giving him the stone, she returned to her blanket, confident that at last, she was where she should be. She closed her eyes, knowing he wouldn’t be coming tonight. Though she loved him, she felt a fatherly tinge to that love.
In this small valley, it was just the two of them, the teacher and the student. Outside the valley were people who wanted to destroy her dreams. If only she could stay here forever.
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twenty-eight
Ash’tin


Preem sat by the shore as the morning sun peeked between two pinnacles at the eastern end of the lake. The mountains protected the lake from the winds, leaving a mirror-smooth surface. The summer sun warmed the valley, bringing a sense of vigor to his body that was stiff from yesterday’s exertions. He left his hat by the campfire, letting the sun bestow her strength on his face. 
It was time to test the extra strength of his new d’dec. The valley stretched a league in either direction and half a league across. These were distances far beyond the range he had yesterday morning. Calming his mind, Preem studied the d’sur as they swept up the valleys across the lake. The waves were more distinct, so he could sense them radiating up the slopes of the mountains across the lake. With no disturbances, he was satisfied that they were alone. 
He returned to the fire, where he leaned back on his elbows, stretching his feet toward the embers that gave off a feeble warmth. “We’ll stay here for today to get some rest and training.”
“Yes, Zenii.” She was studying her blackened wand in the sunlight, pinching her eyebrows together. “Has the urgency to travels to Kefnu lessened?”
“No. Though I need another day to recover from my leg wound. Plus, you must be much stronger before we meet the king.”
She shook her head. “Father says he’s a fool. So I’d rather not meets a fancy king who hates me.”
“Why do you think he hates you? Have you met him in the past?” he asked, suddenly concerned about her past.
“No, but he must hates all women because he makes hateful edicts against women.”
He studied her face. The determined expression confused him. Didn’t everyone love the king? “You’re no longer a farmer’s daughter. Now your duty lies with protecting the kingdom and the king himself.” Her expression hardened at his words. He paused to find a different argument. “Your father has lied to you all these years, this much you’ve told me before. So why care about what he thinks? You must make your own choices. You have never met the king, so you cannot know what he is like as a person.”
“I may not have met the fool, but I don’t need to. I have only to know his edicts to know the man. Does he pass edicts that say a man cannot harm a woman? No. Instead, he passes edicts saying a woman cannot harm a man. If a man acts like a woman-hater, then he is. I don’t needs no father to tell me that.”
“That edict has been there since before I was born. King Attim didn’t make it.”
“But he keeps it and passed others like banning girls from wizard’s meetings. He lets the Daffodils takes girls. He passes curfews on girls when men attacks us. He is no friend of women; he is worse than my father.” She was tugging on her ear so hard, Preem feared it would come off. He almost smiled at her reaction but then saw that for a woman, things were different. Before he could appease her, she started talking again. “The king beats on all women. Not physically, but emotionally. You says I am his defender. Well, he isn’t worth defending in my mind. The same for this whole Defender of --”
“Brodia, enough!” he said before she could say something that would be irretrievable. He was relieved to see her settle back to give him some time. “I see that it is different for a woman.” She went to say something in response, but he held up his hand to stop her. “Give me a moment to think.”
He looked into her eyes, seeing her frustration. Knowing she was right about most of what she said wasn’t much help. The king was the king, plus attitudes were what they were. In time they could change, but what could he do to change them? What could he promise Brodia? Then he saw the simple answer. “It’s up to you. You can change the king’s mind. Slowly at first. However, if you protect and advise him, he’ll see women differently. Then you can convince him to change these edicts. As a Defender of Vosj, you can do this. As farmgirl Brodia, you can’t.”
He watched as she listened. A different kind of resolve settled on her face. She nodded slowly. “What then must I does to be the king’s advisor?”
“You must learn to be a wizard. The strongest one this realm has ever seen. Stronger than Sarn the Sage even.” His words brought a new resolve in him as well. “Now, take out a stone and use your wand to move it,” he said to end any further discussion on King Attim.
He pushed her to create the d’sur fist much quicker. She didn’t complain, dropping the fist, reforming it, then dropping it again, faster and faster. Down to five seconds, then four. Her mind locked on the form to enter her d’dec before changing it to the pattern to shape the waves. After years, he could do it without thinking, but her deliberate steps meant she was slow at first.
Practicing her magic made it easier for her. As she switched patterns quicker, her time plummeted. Soon, she began forming her d’sur fist in under a second. The king, he knew, would be especially critical of his choice. She needed to be far more capable than any previous apprentices. She would have to be magnificent to sway the king’s mind. A thing that he feared was too far beyond reason.
He called for a lunch break when he saw her energy dropping. As they ate some dried meat, he noticed her studying his face in furtive glances. “Your progress is good today,” he said to make conversation.
“Did you knows your scar changes in the sunlight?”
Her question puzzled him. He always made a point of hiding the long scar down the side of his face, as he knew it alarmed most people. “It’s an ugly reminder of the day I saved the king.”
“I don’t thinks it’s ugly. It’s distinctive, strong, and well-earned, I would guess.”
“Thank you.” He had never heard anyone say a kind word about his scar, only gasps or averted looks when people saw it for the first time.
“Zenii?” she said after a long pause. Her tone indicated she wanted to discuss something important to her. Hopefully, it wasn’t more about her thoughts on meeting the king. He waved her to continue. “You says I’m now a Defender of Vosj, which means I am to protects the realm.” He nodded, unsure where this conversation was going. “Is King Attim the realm?”
The question was similar to one he’d grappled with for years. “The realm stood long before King Attim became the king. It will stand long after King Attim has gone to the Halls of the Gods. Crown Prince Hopeg will become king then, and he may be a better or worse king. Meanwhile, the realm will endure, as will the Defenders of Vosj.”
“I think I see.”
“The realm is bigger than you or I. It’s bigger than any king or even his dynasty. The realm is all the people who live in it or ask for its protection.” He was happy to see her nod of understanding. They would have other conversations about this, but now he could see things from her perspective.
After lunch, he left her to practice while he went for a walk to think. Two recently taken d’decs were disturbing. Did someone else accompany the tall apprentice, or did the apprentice take two stones? Plus the mystery of Sarn’s disappearance. Something connected all these ominous developments.
Strolling through the forest, he saw another firepit amongst the pine trees. This one was old, devoid of any light ashes. He squatted to study it. Sarn always warned him to hide his presence in this valley, so he thought it must be the tall apprentice again. Yet his master also had the habit of placing a log near the fire so he could prop his bare feet to warm. This firepit had a log lying at a tangent to the fire. It was typical of Sarn as if his footprint still showed clearly in the dirt.
Preem studied the ground around the fire pit. All seemed normal except for the firepit itself. Had Sarn fallen, trying to climb the waterfalls? Did Arrox attack him before he could enter the Valley of Towers? Sarn was getting old, but why wouldn’t he have concealed the firepit?
Returning to where Brodia still practiced, he asked her to get ready to move to the other side of the lake. They would leave this valley early tomorrow morning. He then concealed their firepit. 
He strolled around the lake with her and showed her how to compress the fist, making it narrower. She learned how to reduce it to the size of her foot. But from here, it would get harder without finding the power that she didn’t yet possess.
That evening, sitting at the start of the valley that led to the ridgeline, he let her play nanuj with him. He moved his pieces using finger-width gripping-fists. Despite the many concerns that weighed him down, he concentrated on the game, letting her see his technique.
“That’s so fine!” she said.
He’d had a similar reaction when he first realized how accomplished his own Zenii was. In truth, you needed some skill to see how much better someone else was. “You will have the same ability soon.”
Brodia formed a fist in front of him, squeezing it to the size of her foot. She used it to push a piece. Only her d’sur fist knocked the board over, scattering the pieces onto the pine needles.
He laughed, ignoring the disappointed look on her face. Somehow, she lifts my spirits. Soon she was laughing too. “It’s important to enjoy the lessons,” he said. “To have fun, even if the lesson is hard. And to remain calm, the magic always comes easier with a relaxed mind.”
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, he led her back to the ridge and along the path past the cliff. “We call this the Novice’s Cliff. Now you know why,” he said. He stood beside her, staring out over a piece of the green valley below them. “One day, as a grand wizard, you will bring your novice here. With good preparation, you will leave with a new apprentice.” He felt invigorated, and looking at Brodia, he saw the same renewed strength. The pass was bitterly cold, but it felt different. Now it had the familiarity of his parent’s cottage after a long stroll along the beach.
Preem limped along the ten-foot-wide track until the west’s green valley came into full view with the blue sea beyond; Preem stopped. He lifted his mastyon away from him, using the d’sur to test his strength. Sending his waves out, he was shocked when his scan reached the length of the massive valley. It reached the sea beyond the edge of the forest. Notably, he sensed no other d’decs in the verdant valley.
For reasons he could not comprehend, a sense of awe came over him. This valley was a part of Otanic, and he was the grand wizard. It was a weight of responsibility he now embraced as his. Ready or not, it was his duty to guide Otanic’s survival in the wizard war that seemed ready to erupt.
“May the Gods guide me,” he muttered to himself.
Deeply moved, he turned to continue across the high pass. By nightfall, they camped by the mountain with the jagged spike. Two days later, he led Brodia back into the pine forests of the foothills. Here, where the walking was more relaxed, he began a new lesson for her beside the campfire.
When she held her wand the usual six inches from her head, he said, “I want you to move the tip of the wand away from you.”
She held the wand at arm’s length. For ten minutes, she struggled. Her facial expressions looked like she was giving birth to a cow. Finally, she dropped her arm and confessed, “I can’t enters the darkness. I can’t even touch the green curtains.”
“Only move it six inches further away from your head at first,” he responded with a chuckle. “Learn how to control it from that distance.”
The frustration crossed her face again as she struggled to push into the darkness. This time, he felt she was pushing on the d’dec’s blockage. For a hand, she persevered. Twice Preem encouraged her not to give in when she let the wand’s tip drift closer to her head.
Finally, she pushed through the imaginary curtains to pop into the stone’s darkness. Now she began pushing on the stone, but it wriggled away. She tried again, placing her imaginary hands wider to counter the stone’s attempts to evade her. Now she created a suitable fist. “Do you feel that extra strength?” he asked. “The further you are from the d’dec, the stronger the influence of the ripples. Though it becomes harder to control the stone in the darkness. Every six inches further away cuts in half the ability to control the waves but boosts the power three-fold.”
“Is that why the tarner is longer than the wand?”
The speed of her mind was impressive. The Gods had buried the brain of a philosopher in the head of a farmgirl. “Yes. But you must relearn how to control the d’sur fists at each new distance,” he said. “It takes endurance to break into the darkness when you are further away plus greater strength to stop the stone squirming away from your pressure.”
“So, I should also build my strength?” She practiced dropping and re-entering her d’dec several times while it remained a foot from her head.
“Brodia. What have you been doing all these weeks? We walked to earn the right to visit the valley and to build your endurance.”
“I’m not the farmgirl that fed the chickens.” It was like she doubted that things had changed forever.
“Indeed, you are not. Now, use that added strength to squeeze your d’sur fist.” He watched as she used the extra six inches to squeeze the fist down. Her d’sur fist was finally the size of her fist.
His leg recovered over the next two days as he led her through the foothills, angling south to find Narbend. However, he didn’t have any landmarks to guide him, so he couldn’t tell if he was far enough south. So he angled further south, just in case. Each day, he worked on her memory. Each evening he drove Brodia hard to squeeze her waves. Soon, she created a fist the width of two stout fingers. By then, she had mastered the wand when its tip was one and a half feet from her head.
[image: image-placeholder]Preem didn’t want to admit that he was lost, but he was. It would be fine. Soon they would reach the border of these forested foothills, so he could see where they were. However, he had expected to reach that edge yesterday. Today they were still walking over ridges with no sight of the end to this forest. In one way, he didn’t mind. This sojourn through the forest allowed him to prepare Brodia. What’s more, it gave him more time alone with her, something he now cherished.
Crossing the top of yet another ridge, he saw a small river flowing in the valley ahead. Bigger than the many streams they encountered, he wondered if this was the one that flowed through Narbend. If it did, then he was well south of where he wanted to be, but it would also lead him directly to that village. Pointing to the river, he told Brodia they would follow it to the end of the forest.
Keeping to the top of the ridge, they followed the river. After a while, the air became cooler. Glimpses of the sun through the treetops revealed it was close to midday. The temperature change was distinct, leaving him feeling uneasy. He noticed Brodia was looking around as she scratched an itch on the back of her neck.
“You feel it too?” he said.
She nodded. “Where are we?”
“Southwest of Narbend. We should be there soon, maybe today.” A part of him was happy that she could feel the ominous coolness, but another part of him wanted to protect her. The latter thought was something he instantly recognized as foolish since protecting her would make her weaker.
The temperature continued to drop until Brodia called out a warning while pointing to a stone outcropping in the slope below. It was difficult to see it through the maze of trees, but it looked unnatural like men had made it. Preem led the way down toward the river to get a better look.
Approaching the outcropping, he could see other stone structures. They were man-made and overgrown with trees. The air felt wrong with a musty odor. When he reached the first building, he saw that time had buried it in the soil with just a half of what must have been a window showing above the forest floor.
The place reeked of ancient danger as if spirits leeched up from the loamy forest floor. He wanted to skirt around these buildings made from gray ash-colored stones cut into blocks. Glancing at Brodia, he saw the concern on her face. They moved past the first building. Now they were surrounded by stone ruins scattered about the forest. Each was half-buried, and none had a roof. Brodia entered a building through a doorway with a lintel three feet above the forest floor.
“We should stay together,” Preem said. His itch was annoying him, but he refused to scratch it. He waited for her to rejoin him.
“There’s something in here,” she said after poking her head in through the doorway.
They both entered the building; the mustiness was stronger inside despite it having no roof. Against the far wall, he saw what had caught her attention. Three ragged piles of clothes with bones and a skull resting on top of each one. Three people had died here a few years ago. The sight did nothing to calm his nerves. He suggested they move on.
“This could be the city of Ash’tin,” he said. “A city of legends where men from before history lived.” As they walked cautiously past the stone buildings, he placed his hand on the stonework, marveling at how well the stones fit together without any mortar. “Sarn told me the legend. Monsters killed most of the people. The story says that others slept away their lives. The few that survived fled from the city. No one ever dared to live in the foothills or mountains again.”
Deeper into the cluster of old buildings, he saw a strange statue rising from the forest floor. It was a man with his lower legs buried in the ground. The bizarre thing about the man was that two large wings protruded from his back, stretched out as if he was about to fly. The gray stone of the statue was pockmarked with patches of dirty green.
The itch began to fade, and he thought that this wasn’t so dangerous a place as he walked away from the statue. Feeling more relaxed, he entered another building with Brodia. This one was larger, though they still had to duck low to pass through the doorway.
The large room was open to the sky and surrounded by low doorways into other rooms. Preem ducked into the room opposite the entrance. The soil here was a foot lower though it too was open to the sky. He found a crude painting just above the soil on a sidewall. He squatted to study the faded paint on the smooth wall. He recognized the image and called out to Brodia to join him.
Seconds later, she stood beside him, looking at the same painting. “Is that what I think it is?” she said, dropping to her knees to study it better. “Those must be Arrox.” She indicated the dark splotches facing the two humans. Each splotch had multiple legs. Preem looked closely to count the legs; each had from seven to nine legs. Given the crudeness, the artist could have meant them to be eight.
Preem was feeling sleepy as he touched the painting of the two people. They wore dresses, so it was obvious to assume they were women. However, the greatest attention grabber was the five waves that seemed to ripple out from the two women toward the Arrox.
“Something’s buried here,” she said, indicating a wide mound under the picture. She began using her hands to pull aside the loose soil. Preem gave her his knife to help. She exposed the top of a metal chest, which she opened. Preem struggled to keep awake as he saw her reach in to pull out a knife.
“That’s . . .” he began, but then forgot what he was going to say.
“Zenii, are you well?” Brodia said. Preem opened his eyes; he must have closed them for a moment. “I feel tired,” she added, “but you look worse.”
Preem’s mind was fogging up like a window in winter. “It’s this place. The legends talked of people falling into a death sleep.” He struggled up onto his feet. “We must get away from here.”
He staggered out of the building with Brodia pushing him. Ahead was the winged man statue. Somehow he was crawling now, though he didn’t remember falling. He just wanted to lie for a second to get his energy back. He fought against the feeling as Brodia yelled at him to keep moving. He passed the statue, and that was the last he remembered.
When consciousness returned, he found himself lying on a pile of leaves with the sound of water running over rocks. Nearby was a small fire, and beside the fire, he saw Brodia squatting to place a small log on the fire. 
She looked over at him, smiling. “It’s good to see you awake. How do you feel?”
“I haven’t drunk beer since I was fifteen, but I feel like I drank far too much last night.” He propped himself up on his elbow to wait for the squeamishness to pass. “What happened?”
“I was feeling sleepy in the ruins,” she replied. “But it hit you much harder. You passed out beside the stone man with wings. I pulled you out. Once I was outside, I started to feel better.”
“Ash’tin is cursed,” he said, pulling himself into a sitting position. “The legends talk of a sleeping death, but I didn’t know what it meant.” 
He searched around but didn’t see his mastyon. Brodia told him she had to leave it behind to drag him out. Trying to imagine her pulling his sleeping body out, he was impressed with her resolve. How could men continue to call women weak? He realized that any lack in arm strength was made up through tenacity.
They ate dried meat and freshly roasted mushrooms as he recovered his strength. Normally, he ate in silence, but he wanted to talk about that picture on the wall this time. They both agreed it showed two women under attack by Arrox, while using d’decs to stop them. Brodia pulled out the knife she took from the chest and handed it to Preem.
He studied the long slender blade with rotted leather pieces stuck to the blade and metal grip. “It looks like a lady’s knife,” he said.
“It could belong to one of the ladies in the picture.”
“Indeed, it could.” He offered her the knife back. “But we’ll never know for sure.”
Brodia didn’t reach to take it. Instead, she said, “The face of one of the women was as dark as yours, Zenii. She could be your ancestor, so this knife belongs to you.”
“No. You found it, so it rightly is yours. A lady’s blade for a lady.” He smiled when she took the knife back to slip it into her pocket. That picture turned the history of wizards upside down. Were the first wizards women? He had to believe so. It was the ultimate vindication for his choice.
With the day drawing to a close, Preem led them back to the ruins so he could retrieve his mastyon. Outside the first building, Preem told Brodia to wait for him. But she refused, telling him that she should go in because he could rescue her better than the other way around. Though he appreciated her logic, he didn’t like the idea.
“I’m your apprentice,” she said after his last refusal. “I will obey you, but you must also know you are not treating me with respect. I have been half-strangled, attacked by wolves, and knocked off a cliff by Arrox. Do you honestly believe I’m not capable of walking into that cursed city to pick up your mastyon?”
Reluctantly he agreed, so he watched as she hurried into the ruins. He kept her in sight for as long as possible as she strode between the stone building, dodging around the trees that had grown throughout the ruins. Finally, she disappeared, and he had to wait, holding his breath until she reappeared carrying his mastyon.
“Did you feel the tiredness again?” he said as she gave him his mastyon.
“A little,” she replied. “It’s as if the second trip affects you faster. This may be a place we never visit again.”
Preem flew them across the river. They put a league between themselves and the cursed city before the sun could set behind them.
As they sat around the fire with Brodia practicing, Preem admired her fortitude. But he knew what lay ahead. Brodia wasn’t ready for all the bigoted people she would soon meet. The ones that would want to grind her down just because she was a woman, just because she was different from them. If only they could see that inner strength she possessed. Then he smiled to himself. If they didn't see it now, they would surely feel it soon.
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twenty-nine
Tainted Village 


Brodia shaded her eyes from the mid-morning sun as she gazed across the farmlands. It was the fourth day after entering the foothills. Finally, they had reached the edge of the forest, no more climbing ridgelines or battling mysterious cities intent on cursing you with the sleeping death. 
Before her, the farmland gently undulated. She saw a simple wooden railing fence and a green field beyond, lying fallow. The river beside her ran straight into a village that sat half a league away in a dale. The sun cast stark shadows compared to the cool, diffused forest shade.
Glancing at Preem, she saw him resting his hand on the top rail while he studied the land. Then he pointed to the left. When her eyes adjusted to the brightness, she could distinguish a roadbed leading from the forest into the village.
He pointed at the village. “That’s Narbend,” he said. “We can walk along this fence-line until we reach the road leading to the village.” Then, gazing into her shaded eyes, he added, “Unless you’d prefer to fly.”
Smiling, she shook her head. “I need to earns my lunch, Zenii.” Thoughts of flying to Kefnu had left her while they trekked through the Barrens. Her epiphany came when she realized he was giving her time to learn her magic. Perhaps she finally understood this taciturn man who’d stolen her heart.
It took thirty minutes to cover the quarter league to the sunken road. She found it was barely wide enough for them to walk side-by-side into the village. She wore her pear-green beret with her beetle-black hair reaching below her shoulders. When she had entered the forest of the foothills, she was a servant, struggling to find an identity. Now, she was a member of the Defenders of Vosj, though Preem admonished her never to use that term in public. Still, she knew it was her title. The words left her brimming over with confidence in her budding abilities.
She was close to the village before she saw any other people. The villagers gave her Zenii a slight bow of acknowledgment, infusing her with growing pride. Something had changed in how he carried himself, and the people treated him more respectfully. The grand wizard strode along, letting his mastyon click on the road in rhythm with his steps. Subconsciously, her stride fell into the same cadence. It was her new habit to tuck her black wand into her belt. In her imagination, it was the short stabbing sword of Otanic’s first woman defender and soon-to-be wizard.
Brodia glanced at the houses in Narbend while they made their way to the village square. Most of the buildings were single-story wooden lodges with wide porches. Wooden slats shingled the roofs. Many of the houses needed repairs. The village green was fifty paces square. It sat at the village’s center with five pine trees running across a diagonal. The river ran across the opposite diagonal with two rudimentary wooden bridges. On the right of the grassy area, she spotted a green-stone building.
“The elder’s house,” Preem said. Then he pointed to the tavern that faced the square's western side. “We’ll stay in the Greenstones.” She followed him to the tavern with the shingle depicting three quarried stones with a green tinge to them. “It was near here where they quarried the famous greenstones of the Western Mountains,” he explained as they dropped off their blankets.
He led the way to the elder’s house, where he rapped on the door with authority. She expected him to send her off to the market. But when the housemaid opened the door to admit him, he signaled for her to stay with him. The housemaid led them to a small room where they sat together on a brown and green double chair to wait for the elder.
“Good day, Wizard Preem.” An older man entered the room. He shuffled along with a stoop to his shoulders. Yet his eyes had an intensity that belied his frail appearance. His plow-blade ear lobes hung low, and he wore a vertically striped doublet with dark-brown pants that were too baggy for him.
“Good day, Elder Skemter.”
“Ahh, I see the rumors of your great memory are well deserved.” The elder lowered himself slowly onto a ladder-backed chair. Of course, he didn’t even acknowledge her presence. “How can I be of service to you?”
Preem asked about the tall strangler. Skemter gave the disappointing update that the king’s patrol had found no sign of the man they now called the Western Strangler. Preem said that the villain had probably returned to Harpin. He emphasized the need to send word to the capital should the killer reappear.
When Skemter asked if there was anything else he could help with, Preem said, “I wish to test the young boys in your village tonight.”
Brodia glanced sideways at her Zenii. Then, she remembered those other d’decs in his pocket. She kept her facial expression plain as she thought about finding a new apprentice. What would it mean for her relationship with Preem?
“I’ll send out invitations for tonight, Wizard Preem. May I congratulate you on attaining the mastyon.”
“Thank you, Elder. We must hurry to Kefnu, so we’ll be leaving at first light.” Preem turned his head toward Brodia, “After purchasing some lowland clothes, please make the hall ready for my needs?”
“Yes, Zenii,” she replied.
“Are you his apprentice?” Skemter asked, surprised. She nodded. “But, you’re a girl.”
For a second, she thought she had made an error in exposing her position and tried to think of an appropriate response. Preem jumped into the exchange to settle the matter. “I take ability wherever I find it. My apprentice has great strength. One day she’ll make a strong wizard.” She smiled inwardly at Preem’s support.
“Yes, of course. However, the king has forbidden it,” the Elder continued, squirming a little on his chair.
“Let me worry about that. We are going to the capital now. I will address the king’s concerns when we meet him at court. Go now, Brodia.” Preem handed her eight crowns. “And order provisions for ten days when you are buying your clothes.”
“Yes, Zenii.” She stood to leave the room, knowing she had plenty of time before the meeting. She sighed in relief, so Zenii wasn’t going to keep her apprenticeship a secret.
[image: image-placeholder]She strolled to the market. On the way, she thought about sharing Zenii with another apprentice. She couldn’t decide if it was good or bad. She would be the senior apprentice, but she’d also lose that sense of uniqueness.
In the market, she checked out the stalls for the poorest merchants. She soon acquired forty strips of dried meat plus dried fruit for delivery to the elder’s house. She found some cheese that was Preem’s favorite; her mouth watered at the thought of some fresh bread and cheese. Though tempted to sample some of the goods, she decided to wait until she could share a fresh meal with her Zenii. With no haggling, she had all the provisions acquired for seven eighths.
Then she sauntered over to the blue stalls. She bought a lighter pair of pants with a jerkin. After changing behind the stall, she offered the merchant her old mountain clothes.
“I can’t be giving you much for these, miss,” the merchant said.
“You can haves them. Give the clothes to someone who needs them and can’t affords to pay.” Brodia pulled on her green beret, adjusting it subconsciously. “Do you like it? I sewed on the ribbons myself.” Brodia turned her head quickly, making the ribbons flutter in the air.
“I do. It suites your black hair. Though why you wear men’s clothes is a mystery to me. You’re young, so maybe your Ma hasn’t taught you what you need to know yet. Don’t be thinking that wearing men’s clothes gives you the same rights as them.”
“I’m old enough to be wed,” Brodia replied. “And I don’t thinks these clothes gives me any rights. At least none more than I’m entitled to, the same as any other person.”
“Sounds like you do think you got some rights. More rights than me cause I don’t have any rights. I think you’d best come off your perch, missy. It’s the will of the Gods that women have their place.”
Brodia leaned over the stall to say softly, “Who says that? I haven’t heard the Gods says a word, just men who wants to keep us slaves to them.” Brodia leaned back out and continued in a stronger voice, “Does you think it’s the wills of Mother Amira or her blessed daughter Etado that women be slaves to men?”
“I like your spirit, ma’am. But undermining the men’s authority will stir them up to beat on us all. You know that we get no respect. To get anything from a man, we have to be likable.”
Brodia heard the same talk from other women. “My school teacher tried to teach me the same thing. ‘Be likable,’ she says to me one day. ‘Whats that mean?’ I asked. ‘Be predictably nice,’ she answered.” The merchant nodded in agreement. Then Brodia added, “Well, I’m not always nice, and I’ll never be predictable.” Brodia began walking away.
“Are you one of them Fourth Daughters?” the merchant asked. Brodia waved her hand to say no. “It’s best if we remember our place,” the merchant called after her. “I hope I don’t find you tied to the whipping post, or worse in the hands of them Daffodils.”
Brodia walked out of the market, deep in thought. Like in Widemouth, the women here didn’t seem to want any freedom. She couldn’t understand it. She wasn’t a member of the Fourth Daughters and despised the idea of joining a political group, even if she agreed with their position that women should be free to make their own choices.
[image: image-placeholder]Angry at the merchant’s reaction, she went back to the village square and crossed the stream to reach Narbend’s meeting hall. Brodia pushed open the single heavy green door to enter the dusty arena. Ahead was the low stage with four long rows of backless benches. A wide aisle ran from the entrance to the stage. Two large windows provided natural light, revealing dust motes floating in the air.
She put aside the merchant woman’s narrow-minded view while she concentrated on what she needed to do to help find another apprentice. She imagined having a young boy tagging along with them. Struggling to keep up as Zenii marched down the road at his wizard’s gait. She smiled at the image. But what if the new apprentice is another girl? she thought.
A new fear began to clutch at her heart. She didn’t want to share Zenii with any other girls. She plopped down on a bench, holding her head in her hands; why can’t life be simple?
Only a week ago, she sat in a freezing cleft waiting for Preem to return, not knowing if he was still alive. Nothing was as bad as that, certainly not the idea of another girl apprentice. She would deal with it. If he picked a boy, she could find out what makes a boy tick, like a clock movement. If he picked a girl, then she’d have someone to confide in. Either choice would be good for the realm and her. 
She stood. If she thought about the situation the right way, it wasn’t so hard to do her duty for her Zenii. In the room, she found three heavy iron candle stands in the front left corner.
She looked around again.  Preem would want these stands spread around the room for his demonstration. So, she got behind them. Yet the fist she created wasn’t strong enough by half to move one of them. Even when she held the wand at her limit, she couldn’t compress the waves enough.
Stuffing her wand back into her belt, she grabbed the shaft of a candle stand. She turned her back to the door to drag the stand toward the center aisle, leaving a deep double track on the dirt floor. Soon she was huffing as she jerked the heavy object across the room.
“What’s a girl doing in here?” a gruff voice called out.
Twisting her head, she saw four boys in the meeting hall’s entrance. The biggest was more than twice her weight and dressed in a brown doublet. He had dirty-blond hair cut short, so it stood upright like a fine horse brush. The Gods had sent her some help.
She smiled at the visitors. “Just in times to help,” she said in a cheery voice. “Could you moves these candle stands, please? I needs one in the middle plus one on the other side.”
“We don’t follow no orders from no girls,” the shortest boy, dressed in a gray tunic, snorted. “You talk like a peasant girl from the east.” The wiry boy had a curly mess of brown hair, making him look two inches taller.
“Suit yourselves. I’ll does it myself.” She went back to dragging the awkward stand toward the center aisle. It was heavy, so she needed all her strength, but she wasn’t going to give in with the boys watching her. They might not be helping, but her anger at the boys gave her renewed strength.
“The Grand Wizard is holding a meeting here soon, and girls aren’t allowed,” the short boy said. The biggest boy added, “If the Bone Crusher sees you, he’ll squeeze the blood out of your ugly body.”
“That wills be interesting to see,” she said airily. She gave another tug on the candle stand before she turned around again. The four boys were stepping toward her. “I’ll be dones soon.” She kept her voice calm, hoping they’d leave her be. The boys didn’t scare her; they only had four limbs after all.
The big one shoved her to the hard-packed dirt floor, saying, “You should listen to your betters.” She bounced back up, pulling out her wand in one smooth move.
“Ooow, look! The little girl has a fake wand,” shorty said. “What’re you gonna do, little girl? Poke our eyes out?” The short one stepped forward. “She’s got a knife too, that gets her a whipping.”
The boys laughed as they spread out. She backed up slowly until she found herself hemmed in against the stage. Using magic against a person felt wrong. But the memory of the tall apprentice came back. She wasn’t going to let anyone hold her down in the dust.
Remembering Preem’s show that night in Widebend, she switched her wand to her left hand. She made a gesture with her right to push the boys back. The broad fist she created was too strong, and she knocked all four onto their backs in a small cloud of dust.
Mortified at what she’d done, she decided to try using her words. “Grand Wizard Preem will hears of your insolence.” She used her best official-sounding tone. “Leaves now and don’t returns until the meeting starts.”
Three boys scurried out of the hall, kicking up more dust. The big one got up slowly. With fists clenched, he advanced on her in a crouch; he looked determined to test her mettle.
She threw a phantom uppercut punch with her right hand while sending a hefty d’sur fist into his midriff. He doubled over, falling to his knees. She waited. Please run away, she thought. The massive bully dragged himself up to take an uncertain step toward her.
“Girls can’t do magic. You’ll be whipped for trying, and for hurting a man.” His voice was firm, confident in being right.
“You aren’t no man, nor does you knows about magic?” she snarled in return. “You keep coming, and I’ll hits you again. Only I’ll aims lower.”
The boy swayed, getting his breath back, but the boy had had enough. He staggered back a couple of steps before turning to shuffle out of the hall, still doubled over.
Brodia felt terrible for hurting the boys. She knew she should have found a better solution. Preem will be so disappointed in me. I’m becoming what he warned me about, the hero without a clue.
Tucking away her wand again, she went back to dragging the candle stands into place. She had finished pulling the last one when Preem entered the meeting hall.
One peek at his angry face was all it took. “I’m so sorry, Zenii,” she said, hanging her head. “I lets you down. I didn’t knows what else to do.”
“Life is a game of nanuj, Brodia; you must plan your moves much farther ahead than your opponents. The people would hate us if we used magic to hurt them,” he said. “Just as they hate the tall apprentice.”
She nodded. His words made sense, but she felt lost about what she could have done differently. “What magic should I haves used?”
“A shield.” Preem created a broad flat d’sur fist that looked like a blanket hanging on a wall. “The boys would try to attack, but the air would stop them. They would then know they cannot reach you.”
“I don’t --”
“I will teach it to you after the apprentice meeting.” 
Preem sat on a bench to ask what the boys had done. She described the scene, trying to keep her anger out of the story. Still he pushed deeper, asking how she felt. Finally, she admitted that with or without magic, she’d never let a man beat her down without a fight.
“Besides the tall apprentice, has someone beaten you like this in the past?” he asked. She nodded yes. “Who?” But she wasn’t ready to say yet, so she shook her head. “I see,” he said.
“I’m sorry, Zenii.”
“What would you like me to do with the four boys?”
She shook her head slowly. “Nothing.” Brodia hated the four bullies but didn’t want to make a bigger fuss.
“Alright.” Preem stood and sauntered back out of the hall. At the door, he called back over his shoulder, “And don’t apologize. You have nothing to be sorry about.”
Alone with her thoughts, Brodia remembered what that boy had said about her being a peasant from the east. It was her speech. If she met the king, she would have to speak better.
[image: image-placeholder]That evening, she stood in the meeting hall with her back leaning against the stage, watching the assembled boys. Behind her, Preem stood on the platform, waiting for the boys to settle down. Her instructions were to study the boys’ faces during the demonstration. She was looking for anyone who seemed dizzy or uncomfortable.
“I am Grand Wizard Preem,” he said. “I am here to find a second apprentice. Being my apprentice is hard, which my first apprentice can confirm after spending a week in the Barrens.”
He took one step to the very edge of the stage. “But first, I want to address a disgraceful episode that happened in this very hall today. Four of you attacked a young woman.” She glanced up at Preem. Hadn’t they agreed that he’d not say anything? “Unluckily for those boys, that woman was my apprentice who’s already faced down a band of Arrox. She went easy on the cowards, far easier than I would have. I will not tolerate such behavior. Those four boys are to stand now.”
Suppressing her embarrassment, Brodia let her eyes pass over the front row until they found the large boy’s eyes and held his attention. After a brief delay, the large boy stood hanging his head like a giant sunflower. She scanned the front row, two others stood, and a fourth stood in the second row.
“Each of you will apologize to apprentice Brodia.” Each boy mumbled some apology. “Not good enough, boys.” Pointing to the short boy in the second row, he demanded, “Apologize clearly.”
The short boy said in a firm voice, “I’m sorry, apprentice Brodia.”
Leaving the first boy standing, he pointed to the next.
“I am sorry, ... apprentice Brodia.”
Preem glanced at her, so she nodded her acceptance, wishing this were over. He pointed at the third boy, who also apologized in a clear voice.
“My advice to you three boys is to reconsider who you choose to follow,” he said. Glancing at each of the three smaller boys, he added, “You three may now sit.”
She heard Preem shuffle across the stage toward the big boy. The bully still had his head bowed as if studying the dirt at the foot of the stage. She despised this boy who represented all those others in Widemouth who had not only enjoyed teasing her but had also punched her when she refused to lift her dress. The real reason she switched to dressing in boy’s clothes.
When Preem was directly in front of the big boy, he snapped, “Boy.” The big boy lifted his head, fear written in his furtive eyes. “You’re the worst of the bunch. You’re the biggest, and no doubt have bullied your way to getting whatever you wanted at school.” Zenii formed a gripping-fist, circling it around the big boy’s head. She saw no reaction on the boy’s face. “Leave this meeting!” Preem said.
The big boy slumped across the front of the hall. As he passed her, Brodia took a few hairs from his shoulder. The bully continued down the aisle, out of the meeting hall. The door closed behind him, and attention returned to the stage. Preem dropped into his speech on the life of an apprentice. It was the same as she remembered from Widemouth a lifetime ago. Only now, his words carried a very different meaning for her. Before, it had been like a good children’s story. Now she could feel the freezing air or smell the rank Arrox fur.
At the end of his speech, he began his demonstration, making a big show of his hand movements as he held his mastyon. She enjoyed the sensation of his magic, watching the waves as he created eight d’sur fists to flip off their hats. However, none of the boys showed any awareness of Preem’s magic, and none pointed to his head when he asked how he controlled the magic. He dismissed the boys with a flick of his hand.
Brodia felt relief as she and Preem marched out of the meeting hall. Those bullies had left a taint on her psyche. Though one other thing still plagued her from what the elder had said before. “Zenii, the king doesn’t allow girls to be apprentices, does he?”
“He has forbidden it.” He smiled before adding, “But he only forbade them coming to the meetings. I found you while I traveled the road.”
Brodia glanced around the village square to ensure no one heard her words. “But I came to your meeting.”
“Yes. Meanwhile, Veratin, the God of justice, has punished you by making you my apprentice,” he said with a laugh. Then in a more serious tone, he asked, “Tell me, Brodia, at that apprentice meeting in your village, why didn’t you signal that my power came from my head? You only gave the slightest hint, one that I almost missed.”
She thought about his question. The answer was obvious but only clear to another woman. “I was a girl surrounded by boys. They would never let me be better than them.”
“I see. You’re gifted in the magic, and I hope you’ll eventually be stronger than me. Who knows, maybe being a woman will give you some advantage in the future.” His words warmed her soul, she was tempted to link arms, but this area had too many hidden eyes. Instead, she showed him the bully’s hairs she’d saved. He smiled as he said, “Throw them away. It’s just a myth we use to scare people into doing the right thing.” She tossed them before cleaning her fingers on her jerkin.
That evening, in their room in the tavern, Preem sat on the bed while Brodia sat cross-legged on the floor, holding her wand. He had promised to teach her that shield, so she waited, anxious to learn a new technique.
After a minute’s silence, he said, “I hadn’t realized how cruel boys could be toward girls. Many carry these same feelings into adulthood.”
She thought about the bully as an adult man. Would he stay the same? She surmised it was likely. Maybe he would become a Daffodil or an enforcer of the edicts. Could he have ever been a Defender of Vosj? “What if that big boy had shown that he could feel the pressure?”
Preem didn’t answer at first, so she wondered if he’d even heard her question. Then he said, “I would’ve taken him to be my new apprentice and trained his bullying tendencies out of him.”
“Is that possible, Zenii?”
Once more, Preem seemed to choose his words with care. “In some ways, people reflect their circumstances. In new surroundings, they can change. It would have gone hard for the boy until he altered his views.” Preem paused. “But if he didn’t change, then his heart and mind were too weak. In that case, I would kill him. I’d do it quickly so he wouldn’t be aware. But I could not take the risk of a rogue wizard. So, he was lucky that he didn’t have the ability.”
Zenii’s words chilled her, but then she saw the wisdom in them. Yet, in this same wisdom, he was illegally training a girl. “People will question your choice of a woman, won’t they?”
“Indeed, they will. But now it’s time to learn the shield.”
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You’re Next


He stared across the grasslands that marked the border between the first and fourth kingdoms. The dapple-gray mare waited for his command to walk on, but Yarin wanted to ensure no Otanic patrols were in the area. The land was clear for as far as his keen eyes could see. 
Only now was his mind fully recovering from those ten days he spent in Broditch with his master. The training was intense. Every day, Zenii drilled him on new techniques. Ways to kill people, ways to defend against magical weapons. He worked alone every night, preferring to practice the killing techniques.
When Zenii finally released him, Yarin was happy to be gone. That long journey to the valley to find the stones and the return trip made him aware of how much he liked being alone. No one to tell him what to do or where to be; no one to hint that he was a monster – he knew that already. Now, after three days of leisurely riding, he was at the border. By mutual agreement between the kingdoms, no one farmed the land for half a league on either side of this border.
One thing was clear from Zenii’s comments. Harpin considered the fourth kingdom to be a province of the first. It was a territory that broke away. Otanic used their exclusive access to the wizard stones to accomplish this rebellion. Now, Zenii had reversed this advantage. Yarin’s mission was a first step toward winning Otanic back.
Yarin pushed the mare into a fast trot. He wanted to clear this swath of land before any patrols asked difficult questions. Within twenty minutes, he passed the ornate stone obelisk marking the exact border. Scanning the flat grasslands, he was alone. But he kicked the horse into a slow canter anyway.
A league later, he allowed the sweating mare to slow to a walk. It was a hundred leagues to Otanic’s capital, so he needed this horse for now.
Continuing along the Kefnu Road, Yarin searched for a farmhouse where he could spend the night. He preferred the comfort of a straw bed, plus a barn to protect him from the wind. Somewhere to relax and practice his magic and have a chance for a nice meal. His master had been clear on not creating a disturbance by killing anyone. How had he known about those girls?
Whenever Zenii talked about the murder of some girls, Yarin found a way to change the subject. Luckily mentioning that little bitch with the sparkling green eyes got Zenii’s attention. The Count said it was an abomination for a woman to practice magic. Yarin thought about her as he sat on the plodding dapple-gray. Each night, he dreamed of her. His hands would be around her throat, squeezing, crushing, as her eyes lost focus; if he could only get another chance.
By the time he spotted a farmhouse, the sun was low on the horizon. The mare lumbered along the path to the farmhouse, far from the Kefnu Road. Nearing the house, he saw the thick white paint had broken off in places to reveal gray stone underneath. The roof was slate with patches of green moss on the slope facing him. Beyond the roof, the sky had already turned a light gray.
The front door appeared black in the early evening’s half-light. He stepped onto the creaking porch and tapped on the door. Beyond, he heard the familiar yap of a small dog, a ratter.
The door opened; “Good evening, ma’am,” he said kindly, stepping back to give her some room.
The lady answering the door was in her mid-thirties. “Good evening, sir. How may I help you?” She wore a faded green dress with her gray-streaked brown hair tied up in a tight bun.
“I’m traveling to Kefnu and would like to spend the night in your barn, with your kind permission?” Even in the half-light, he saw the wrinkles that marked a hard farmer’s life. Beside but slightly behind the woman, he spotted a girl in a blue shirt. A few inches short of her mother’s height, he guessed she was twelve or thirteen. Her eyes were dark in the half-light.
“My husband will be back from the fields soon. Did you come from Harpin?”
“Yes, ma’am.” His accent would make a liar of him if he denied his origins. “Can I tie up my horse and sit on your porch until they arrive?”
She nodded yes before closing the door. He took another step back with a slight bow. After hitching the mare to one of the posts supporting the porch roof, he relaxed on a banged-up wooden chair, closing his eyes. His wand was within easy reach, hidden in his right boot.
Orphaned before he knew his parents, then later abandoned by his uncle before he was twelve, Yarin resented anyone who had what he never did – a loving family and a home. Sitting on the porch, he thought about the tantalizing glimpse he had of the young girl. Today, blue was one of his favorite colors.
It wasn’t long before he heard the farmer return at the back of the farmhouse. He continued to wait. The sun had just set, leaving a few light gray clouds to break up the dark gray sky. Stimio’s half-moon sat high and faint in the sky. Prepio hadn’t risen yet, leaving the land dark for now. He waited.
When the front door opened, Yarin eased back up. He kept a distance that should show he was peaceful. He was facing a large man dressed in a heavy brown jerkin carrying a lamp. In the lamplight, Yarin saw he had light brown eyes. The farmer considered his request, taking time to size him up before agreeing to let him sleep in the barn. The one stipulation was that he had to leave at first light.
“Yes, sir, that would be fine,” Yarin said. “I have a long way to go to reach Kefnu.”
“If you would like some stew, we can spare a bowl.”
Perfect, Yarin thought. “You are most kind to a foreigner passing through your land,” he said aloud with a slight bow.
The farmer strolled down from the porch while Yarin followed, leading the dapple-gray mare. The farmer took him toward the barn. Two deep barks and a menacing growl came from near the kitchen door.
“Easy Rumia,” the farmer called. The dog fell silent. The barn appeared black against the dark gray sky. He pulled open the door, standing back to let Yarin enter. Inside, it smelled of livestock and hay; one of the three pens held a plow horse. “After you’re settled, come by the kitchen door,” the farmer said before leaving.
After unsaddling the dapple-gray into one of the empty stalls, Yarin pulled armfuls of straw from a bale. He laid his blanket over the top to make himself a bed. Relaxing, he let his mind wander back to the young girl in the blue shirt with mysterious eyes. The urge began bubbling anew, moistening his lips, and quickening the beat of his heart. The anticipation was everything. Does she have her father’s eyes?
Forcing himself to lie down, he waited until the sky was a deep black. People’s trust in their ability to judge a stranger’s character was something that bewildered Yarin. Yet again, someone was inviting death into their home. Meanwhile, he used the time to practice the new technique for killing at will. It was the perfect weapon. He wondered how it would feel entering her body.
[image: image-placeholder]Yarin stuffed his gnarly wand into his left boot, leaving its length outside his pants for easy access. When he glanced up into the night sky, he saw Prepio three-quarters full on the eastern horizon. She provided enough light as he strolled to the kitchen door. The large dog Rumia lifted her head, sniffing his scent, but made no other sound. Her master had given his blessing. Yarin could smell the freshly baked bread as he tapped on the door, “Come in,” the farmer said.
Yarin stepped in, making a mental note of where everyone was. Near the doorway stood the solid kitchen table with the mother sitting at the end near the stove. He saw the teenage girl sitting in her blue shirt on the far side of the table. Sitting near the back door was the son, strong like his father; he twisted around to watch Yarin warily.
The farmer got up from the head of the table. Taking an empty bowl, he ladled in stew from the blackened pot sitting on the table. He pulled a hunk of bread from a half-consumed loaf and turned to give these to Yarin.
Yarin smiled while reaching to his boot to pull out his wand. The farmer stood, with hands full and a puzzled expression. Yarin lifted the wand to his forehead to form his d’sur fist. He struck the farmer on the side of the head, dropping the man like a sack of onions. The bowl of stew clattered on the stone floor, spilling its thick brown contents.
The son was quick, almost quick enough. The boy grabbed his knife from the table and charged at Yarin. It was now that his training paid off as his shield held the powerful teenager. Yarin pried the knife from the shocked boy’s hand. After gripping the knife’s handle, he thrust it into the helpless boy’s neck. Its tip jammed into the boy’s vertebra while a gurgling sound escaped from his throat. The boy’s knees gave out, dropping him dead onto the floor.
Yarin’s hand was too slick with the boy’s blood to hold the knife, which remained lodged in the bones of the dead boy’s throat. Ignoring the screaming girl, he turned toward the mother, who backed away from the table. Whatever she planned, he stopped it with a d’sur fist hard into her stomach, followed by a blow to her head as she doubled over. 
The brown and white ratter yapped at him from beside the unconscious mother. While outside the kitchen door, he heard Rumia’s deeper barks.
The little girl screamed, “Who are you?”
Yarin studied her face. Her eyes were light brown like her father’s. “A wizard,” he said. She wore an orange-red skirt below the blue shirt. 
With the situation under control, he formed a cocoon to wrap around the girl. It was one of the new techniques that he hadn’t practiced much. It was barely strong enough to hold her and meant he couldn’t create any other magic fists for now. He dragged her to the round wooden post that supported the roof. She fought all the way, trying to kick him, making it hard to keep the cocoon around her. He didn’t want to knock her out, preferring to watch her light brown eyes for the next part. Keeping her in his magic cocoon, he found some heavy string to tie her hands behind her back and around the post.
With the little girl tied up, he could release the cocoon holding her and watch as she squirmed on the pole. Wanting to save the new technique for the girl, he would go back to doing things by hand. Yarin stood astride the farmer’s son, gripping the knife sticking up from the boy’s prone body that still oozed blood. The slippery blade wouldn’t move, so he put his foot on the boy’s upper chest to yank the blood-soaked knife out. 
After stepping over to the farmer lying face down, he kicked the heavy man onto his back. The boy’s blade was sharp, so it cut deep across the farmer’s neck, severing the thorax and jugular. Then, sauntering over to the prone mother, he gave another glance at the girl who was crying now. 
“Please don’t,” she said through her sobs.
She was the prize, so he smiled at her. “Patience, you’ll be next, honey.”
When the ratter went for his feet, he kicked it viciously, sending the little dog into the wall. It crawled away, whimpering plaintively. Rumia continued to bark outside, jumping and scratching feverously at the kitchen door.
Yarin grabbed the mother’s hair by the bun, jerking her face off the floor. He reached under to slice across her neck. Her blood poured down like a cut sack of wheat, pooling on the stone floor. He hated the sight of blood when it puddled like that. Dropping the knife, he released her hair, letting her face splash into her blood. 
“Now it’s your turn,” he told the little girl. “Thanks for being patient.”
When the mother’s spreading blood threatened to touch his boot, he stepped back. As Yarin approached the girl, he was surprised to see a calm settle over her face. She’d accepted her fate. He liked it.
“Why?” she asked, her voice wavering.
“Because I want to practice.” He didn’t mention that his urges drove him or that this brought new life to his dull existence, though he could have.
“Go to hell,” she whimpered, her resolve dissolving.
“You have the honor of being my first. I think you’re going to enjoy it.”
The big dog was outside; any other help for the girl was dead on the stone floor. It was time for him to enjoy the moment.
She stopped squirming after a few moments and asked, “What do you want from me?”
He was about to give the obvious answer but stopped. Something was missing. Glancing around the kitchen, he didn’t see what he needed. So, he went to the bedrooms, looking through the dresser drawers until he found something that would work.
Back in the kitchen, he tied the green scarf around the top of the girl’s head. “That’s better. Now you look like her.”
Sitting on a chair with his back to the table, he formed his new favorite magical element, turning it around in front of his eyes to admire its structure. Of course, the little girl couldn’t see it, which made the whole thing so much sweeter.
It was time to see what this thing would do to a person. He eased the spearpoint toward the girl’s shoulder. Her expression was one of defiance again, but he was sure it would change shortly. Soon the point reached her left shoulder, and she felt it for the first time. Her eyebrows pinched together in confusion. He eased the spearpoint forward. She shrieked. Trying to jerk her shoulder away just made the wound bigger. In seconds the shoulder of her blue shirt was red.
“Tut, tut, little girl,” he said, wagging his finger at her. “You shouldn’t move.” This was fun, but he wanted to see those eyes die.
He walked across to her, forming a new spearpoint. With his face inches from hers, he stared into her eyes while he moved the new spearpoint toward her chest. When the point reached her blue shirt, she let out a high-pitched scream. And as he eased the point through her shirt, a poppy-red blossom formed on the blue of her shirt. Another scream. She thrashed from side to side, banging her head on the post in her wild frenzy. He had to grasp her head in his left hand to keep it still while he watched her eyes.
The spear tip scraped across her ribs from her frantic twisting, turning her entire shirt red. After a second’s uncertainty, he pushed the end into the gristle holding her ribs together. Now he could relax again, letting her rib bones hold the point while he eased it forward.
He watched her wild eyes as the point passed through her ribs and then her lung. Her screams sputtered as she coughed up blood, forcing him to hold her head at arm’s length. 
Finally, he saw her eyes turn dull and unfocused when the point passed into her heart. Her dead body spasmed a few times. When he released her head, her body sagged in the restraint, crumpling halfway to the floor.
As was often the case, he felt a pang of regret once his compulsion had been satisfied. He kicked her drooping head, crashing it into the post. The body sagged further. The intensity of the moment drained from his body. When he realized the ratter was still yapping at him, he sent another broad spearpoint to cut through the dog’s neck, decapitating it.
He studied the girl’s limp body hanging against the post and decided against cutting it loose. It was hard to explain, even to himself, but the spearpoint was too fast to give gratification like strangling. He thought about slicing her body, but she was dead, so there wasn’t any point. Next time though, he would try cutting them more before killing them.
Feeling incomplete, he turned back to the table to eat some stew. It was still warm and tasted excellent, bringing back his good spirits. Turning his head, he regarded the farmer’s wife, lying in a large puddle of her dark-red blood. Waving his spoon, he said, “This is a good stew, ma’am.” And he meant every word.
After eating, he washed at the pump, taking the time to clean his blood-splattered clothes. It was close to the middle of the night when he rummaged through the house. His efforts found a purse with ten Otanic crowns, plus some change.
When he finally stepped out the kitchen door, Rumia charged at him. Another spearpoint finished her off. He liked this new weapon; it had an efficiency he admired. It just didn’t meet his darker urges.
That night, Yarin slept fitfully in the barn. He dreamed of the little girl’s brown eyes fading away only to be replaced by sparkling green eyes staring at him. At first light, he led the dapple-gray mare out from the barn, riding away toward the south. His orders were to find the abomination. He would start in Kefnu to see if the little bitch was there. Zenii will reward him for ending her.




Kefnu
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thirty-one
Beady Eyed 


Brodia stared across the nanuj board, getting a clean line of sight from her wand’s tip to the piece she wanted to move. With a finger-width d’sur fist, she pushed the piece to its new position. Preem faced her from across the board. The darkness of the forest surrounded them as she sat cross-legged with her back to the small fire. 
After a moment’s delay, he formed an exquisite gripping-fist to pick up his piece, moving it to counter her new plan of attack. It was so damn frustrating, not just the move but also the magical technique he used. She had asked him to show her how to make this gripping-fist, but he gave the all too frequent answer that she wasn’t ready yet.
After the apprentice search meeting, Brodia traveled east with Preem along the Twin Rocks Road for five days. She practiced forming ever thinner d’sur fists throughout the day until they were the size of her smallest finger. Each day she worked on moving the wand’s tip further from her head. Now she was able to leave it tucked in her pocket with the tip pointing up. She also practiced forming a shield. 
Each technique took time to perfect, but she didn’t see the purpose in waiting until she mastered one skill before starting on the next. Didn’t Zenii know a woman can do many things simultaneously? Or maybe he forgot that she was a woman; a thought that angered her.
“You should have a pet name for me, Zenii.” She spoke carefully as she was practicing her speech. Once he understood why she wanted to change how she spoke, he was an enthusiastic teacher. It was her verbs, he told her. “After all, you have a nickname.”
“Bone Crusher? I have never liked it.”
But that wasn’t what she meant. “I was thinking of ‘Zenii’ as your nickname.” She made a crafty move to undermine his block on her attack. “Everyone else can call me Brodia, but you should have a familiar name for me. Something special between us and only us.”
Preem made a move on the other side of the board. “I could call you ‘squirrel’ if you like.”
Squirrel, she thought. Not exactly a flattering name. Then she studied his last move. Damn, her previous move had dropped her into another one of his confounded traps.
Over these past five days, she came to see Preem as her Zenii; she gave up those dreams of being his wife and the mother of his children. The power of his magic was incredible. For now she saw his magic for what it was. He had mastered the endless complexities of the different techniques. He could execute any of them in an instant, like a dragonfly that moved in any direction on a whim.
By the time she left the silvery aspen trees, she could bend her d’sur fists to push from the opposite side. All she had to do, Preem told her, was pull the bluish rock toward her. It sounded simple enough, but it took several attempts before she found the right way to do this. Now she could practice it while they strode along the road in the bright sunshine of a summer’s day. In the late morning, she saw the village of Twin Rocks in the distance.
Pride filled Brodia when village children acknowledged her Zenii in the village square. The young ones ran to him, touching his long coat, pointing to his tall gray-brown hat. His eyes didn’t scare these kids, but the adults were more reserved. He stopped a couple of times to tussle a boy or girl’s hair or offer to show them a trick or two. Brodia realized he was always more comfortable around children than adults. The concerns over Harpin’s wizard seemed too distant to be a worry today.
As the children continued to swarm around, he gave her a silver crown. “Provisions for five days. Then the afternoon is yours; I’ll walk around the village before going to the elder’s.”
“Yes, Zenii.” Great I can practice some more, she thought. She wanted to form the fist to push from the back in less than half a second. She hurried to the market to buy the provisions.
Later, moving away from the market, she passed three men playing nanuj under the eaves of the meeting hall. Now she would rather practice her magic skills than show some men that she was a better nanuj player.
She passed through a cluster of whitewashed wooden village buildings. Soon she was following a narrow farm track that passed between two fields. To her right, the wheat field had crops standing six inches with the first node visible.
The field to Brodia’s left contained wild grass. Clumps of yellow daisies, white cow’s parsley, and foxgloves grew among the grasses. She climbed over a stile into the fallow field. Strolling through the long grasses, she ran her fingers through the wispy tops and stroked the delicate petals of the daisies. Near the top corner, three large trees offered her the choice of sun or shade. It would be a quiet place to practice for a while, but she didn’t think to check the bottom corners of the field.
Instead, she sat cross-legged under an oak tree with her back resting against its furrowed trunk. With her wand in her right hand, she dropped into her d’dec’s darkness. After forming a fist, she squeezed it down to a finger’s width. A tall white foxglove stood nearby in the sunlight. She bent the magic finger behind the plant, pushing its top gently toward her. The foxglove’s top swayed as if waving to her. She smiled. “Good to meet you too, Mr. Foxglove,” she said, being careful to pronounce her verbs correctly. She didn’t want to sound like a farmgirl from central Otanic ever again. She had to be something special. Otherwise, the king might take her wand away. Ma told her many times that the nobles didn’t care about farmers.
This was her biggest fear. Her magic made her a Defender; losing her magic made her a farmgirl once again. Those boys in Narbend made it clear enough. She had to be better than any man. If not, she would lose this wand, but Preem wasn’t helping fast enough. He wanted her to be quicker in each technique before showing her the next. But, equally important, she had to say her words right. If the king saw a farmgirl, he’d take her magic away. It was annoying but whining about it wouldn’t help. So, she settled her back against the trunk of the tree and concentrated.
For several minutes, she practiced her words plus her magic. Each time she formed the finger-sized fist quicker. It felt instantaneous to her, but she doubted that she’d beat Preem in a race. She gazed around for some other challenge. She had time to herself and thought again about Preem’s gripping-fist. If he wouldn’t teach it, she could teach herself. After all, she’d taught herself nanuj when no one else would.
After some thought about how she could do it, she tried gripping the blue rock in different ways. Pushing the rock while twisting it didn’t work. After many failed attempts, she found a way to wrap her arms around the top of the rock. The resulting d’sur fist curved like a giant ‘C’ in the air. She pushed it into place around the top of a nearby yellow foxglove and squeezed the rock. The curved d’sur fist closed until it trapped the plant’s head. In an instant, she had pinched so tight that it crushed the stem, causing the top to fall to one side.
Brodia frowned at the sorry-looking foxglove, whispering, “Sorry, Mrs. Foxglove. I’ll do better next time.”
She tried again, lower down the plant, squeezing gentler. It felt clumsy, like she was picking up a pea while wearing hot-pot gloves. When the flower heads collapsed toward the stem, she eased the pressure. Her gentle action didn’t crush the stem. She let out a wild holla while she wiggled the flower in every direction. 
It was her first gripping-fist, and the first time she had developed a new capability without direct instructions. This evening, if they played nanuj, she would surprise him with her new skill. Maybe then he’d trust her enough to show her some other techniques, and if not, then she’d have to learn them by herself.
[image: image-placeholder]A deep snort shifted her attention from Mrs. Foxglove. So intent had she been on her practicing that she had failed to notice that a black bull with a shiny nose ring had trotted over from the bottom corner of the field. The beast glared at her, snorting a challenge. The thing was massive, with short horns that curved around each side of its brutal head. The horns’ points looked lethal, the solid head looked deadly, while the beady eyes did nothing to lessen the overall impression of death on four legs. She grew up on a crop farm; all she knew about bulls was that they were big, mean, and unpredictable.
Slowly, she pushed herself upright, keeping her back to the rough bark of the tree. She glowered at the bull, willing it to leave her alone so she could practice. The bull tossed its head as it gave a low bellow, inviting her to play. At least she didn’t have to concern herself with edicts giving the bull greater rights than her. 
The beast didn’t prowl, it remained standing, looking at her down its ringed nose, confident of its superiority. She would have to drive the brute away. I have some magic, she thought, if you want to play that much! 
She formed a d’sur fist and banged it into the bull on the side of its head, hoping that would scare it away. The beast let out another short bellow as it stepped toward her. Lowering its immense head, it pawed the ground. Glaring at the bull’s eyes, she yelled, “Go away,” and banged it again, much harder this time.
With yet another short bellow, it charged, forcing her to scramble behind the tree. The ground rumbled as the creature butted its head against the trunk in frustration. She could hear its breathing in short snorts and caught her first whiff of its dank, musty fur.
The fence was nearby, but the distance seemed wider than that gorge in the mountains. Didn’t I hear that bulls have poor eyesight? To reach the fence meant leaving the relative safety of the trees. Leaning against the tree, she waited, listening to the bull’s breathing. She could use her magic to keep it away.
Forming a shield that she held five feet in front of her, she stepped around the tree. The bull looked at her. Then it charged, her nerves gave way, the shield evaporated, and the bull only just missed her as she ducked around the tree. Taking deep breaths, she was angry with herself for giving in so quickly. The bull walked around her tree, forcing her to slip to the other side, facing away from the fence.
She tip-toed to the next tree to give herself some room. This was the test Preem had told her about at the mirror lake. It wasn’t the power; it was the speed and the calm to create the magic. She stepped around the tree to face the bull. It came straight at her. She forced herself into her d’dec, but she got it wrong. At the last moment, she dived away from the bull as it rushed past her. She rolled in the long grass before darting back around the tree before the bull could turn around.
It was a hard lesson, which she was failing. She decided to stay here, swapping sides of the tree until Preem came to rescue her. She settled in for a long stay, switching sides of the oak tree with the black bull.
Brodia quickly realized she hated the idea of waiting for Zenii to rescue her. What kind of defender lets a bull defeat them? This duel encapsulated everything she hoped to be. Closing her eyes, she slowed her breathing, listening to the bull’s movements on the other side of her tree as it covered her escape route to the fence.
She heard it moving around the tree, so she slipped around the opposite side facing the fence. She hoped it would think she had left. As it circled the entire tree, she mirrored its moves, being careful not to make any sound. She was still facing the fence, which seemed so close and yet so impossibly far away. The bull had stopped.
She waited a while, slowly breathing so it couldn’t hear her. Was it still interested in her? She stepped back from the tree so the beast could see her; she made no aggressive move. It lunged at her. She had to scamper around the tree again. Damn, the wrong side once more. Still, she knew it wanted her, and though it was fast, it was also stupid.
Relaxing her mind, Brodia slipped in and out of her d’dec several times to remind herself she had to remain calm. Somehow the bull was worse even than those Arrox. She would stay calm while she made a run for the fence. The bull butted her tree once, then twice, inviting her to come out to try her luck.
Gripping her wand, she prepared to run for the fence. “Are you ready, Mr. Bull?” she said, mostly for her own courage. “Hey,” she yelled, jumping out from behind the tree. The bull charged, so she darted around the other side and ran hard for the fence. The long grass slowed her strides. In seconds, she heard the pounding hooves behind her. She turned; the bull was twenty feet away. Keeping relaxed, she entered her d’dec to form a d’sur fist. This time she succeeded, giving the black bull her mightiest shove from the side. Its momentum took it past her. She turned to run after it since it was heading for the fence. It began to swerve to the right, so she cut toward the left and continued for the fence as fast as she could go in the tall grass.
The bull was quick, much quicker than she expected; it was on her again. She was panting and turned to face it once more. Same idea, only this time, the bull didn’t deflect so easily. Its horn almost snagged her jerkin. Then its hindquarters struck her right side, spinning her down hard to the ground.
She jumped back up instantly, knowing it was death if it caught her on the ground. Her right leg didn’t work too well anymore. Brodia hobbled toward the fence, which was only five feet away when the bull charged her for the third time. She turned and calmly stood her ground. Thoughts of winning or losing were gone. It was just her and the bull plus her resolve to fight until the end. Forming a shield to block the rushing ton of weight bearing down on her, she watched with her external eyes as the monster reached her shield. She angled the top of her shield toward the bull to push its weight into the ground.
The shock of the collision rattled every bone she had. She had no idea that she was flying backward over the fence. But she felt the impact when her back and head crashed into the hard-packed dirt on the other side. She couldn’t breathe or move. She lay flat on her back, wondering if she was still alive. She wanted to get up, but she couldn’t. Nearby, the bull’s snorts told her she was out of its reach for now.
Brodia’s next thought was about her wand. Did I hold onto it? Her last thought was that she’d let Preem down. Darkness descended around her.
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thirty-two
Resistance


Preem scanned the entire village area, searching for any d’decs. He only detected Brodia practicing her magic toward the south, beyond the village houses. Satisfied that the tall apprentice was not in the area, he allowed his pride to well up at his student’s dedication to her craft. She was pig-headed, but she was also hard-working and committed to the art of magic. His feelings toward her scared him the most, but he was a grand wizard, so surely, he could manage the dull ache he felt when she wasn’t by his side.  
Continuing to wander around the village, he watched some locals playing nanuj but didn’t ask to play. After that, he gave an eighth each to three beggars by the market. Satisfied that the people would whisper of his presence, he ended his meandering around the Twin Rocks village to make his way to the elder’s house.
The housemaid led him to a sitting room where a fire burned in the hearth, despite the warmth of the summer air. The elder rose from his cushioned chair to clasp his arm in greeting. Preem found himself staring up. The elder was more than a head taller. He had short, light-brown hair, with no streaks of gray, and he wore a dark-blue doublet embroidered with white crossed keys. The mark of the kingdom’s chamberlain. At first, Preem found the elder’s bushy eyebrows distracting.
The elder introduced himself as Tebin, saying that the previous elder had retired. Preem sat on one of the wooden chairs. Tebin folded his lanky frame into the over-stuffed chair opposite him. After exchanging pleasantries, the elder jumped into the conversation. “I assume you wish to hold an apprentice search meeting, Sir Wizard.”
“Indeed,” Preem replied. He was pleased by the elder’s directness. “Please set it up for one hand after sunset. How many candidates can I expect from Twin Rocks?”
“Seventeen boys meet the rules, Wizard Preem. Twin Rocks will be honored to have one of its boys as your apprentice.” The elder’s enthusiasm was nice to hear, and Preem found himself looking forward to the meeting. “It will eliminate those silly rumors that you have a girl as your apprentice.”
These last words instantly destroyed Preem’s contentment. “I assure you, any such rumors are true,” Preem said sharply. The elder’s mouth opened, but no words came out. Preem sensed Brodia’s magic intensifying in the distance. “Even as we speak, my first apprentice practices hard in the fields south of here.”
Elder Tebin found his voice again. “But Wizard Preem, this is both illegal and a waste of time. Surely the king will forbid allowing a girl as a wizard. They aren’t brave or strong enough.”
The Elder’s words disheartened Preem and were inconsistent with his experience of Brodia. “She is no coward, Elder. She has already fought an Arrox to the death. Have you? Has any other man in Twin Rocks?” He stared at the elder. He knew this would be what he would face until King Attim gave his blessing. It hurt nonetheless. “I will address the king’s edict with his Majesty, not with one of his village elders.”
Elder Tebin shook his head. “It’s an abhorrence.” Preem heard this expression from the Brotherhood in the past but never expected to hear it from a learned man. Tebin continued, “The Codex has ordained that no man should entrust so much power in a woman. You threaten to upset the entire structure of society. Women should know their place.”
“The Codex is a tired document that has outlived its usefulness. My apprentice shows power and grace under stress,” Preem replied. “You risk making an enemy of me, Elder. Do you feel that is wise?” Preem stared at Elder Tebin until the man looked away. “Are you a member of the Brotherhood?”
“I ... It wouldn’t be appropriate for my duties, Grand Wizard.” Elder Tebin pushed himself up to stand by the fire, warming his backside. “But I wouldn’t lower myself to practice magic. Plus, girls are emotional and weak.”
Brodia being emotional was also one of Preem’s private concerns, but he didn’t see a way to separate her from her passions. Besides, it could be that this difference made her more capable with magic. Inwardly he smiled as he remembered some of her antics he’d seen in the month they’d been traveling together. “Arm strength isn’t needed for magic. Mental strength is, and my apprentice has an abundance of it.”
“You go against tradition; soon there will be a price to pay.”
Preem could almost touch the threat that hung in the air, but he didn’t want this talk to sink any lower. “You are young, Elder. Maybe you believe the uninformed doctrine of the Brotherhood. However, you haven’t been looking at them right. Who knows what new ways a girl could discover? It could be that being different will be enough to turn things in our favor. Harpin is coming, Elder Tebin. Hopefully not tomorrow or next month. But they are coming, and they will be difficult to defeat when they arrive.”
As the conversation continued, he sensed Brodia’s magic come in short, powerful bursts. She was throwing around some mighty d’sur fists out in the fields. That was good. “Even now, my apprentice grows stronger and faster every day. When King Attim sees her abilities, he will agree that she’s an important part of our defenses.”
“And yet you seek another apprentice?” the Elder asked. “Has any grand wizard taken on a second apprentice before?”
“No, but these are unusual times.” Brodia’s magic suddenly cut off. She must be taking a short break. Elder Tebin conceded his point reluctantly, agreeing to set up a meeting. He promised to have the seventeen boys prepared for the meeting. Preem thanked the elder as they clasped arms.
“Can I expect you both for dinner after the meeting?” Tebin asked.
“You are most kind,” Preem said, wondering how long a break Brodia was going to take out in the fields.
“I look forward to the company,” Elder Tebin said. “Plus, the chance to see a demonstration of your apprentice’s magic.”
Preem gave a slight affirmative incline of his head. No doubt, many more doubters will ask Brodia to show them what she can do. It was the price they paid for going against tradition.
[image: image-placeholder]He ambled across the village square toward the leaf-green meeting hall with dark-green doors while his attention remained locked to the south. He still saw no sign of Brodia ending her rest period, and he couldn’t remember her taking so long a break before. Soon, his concerns bubbled over. Preem strode toward the south.
Scanning the area, he quickly found his old d’dec. It was beyond the village to the south. In five minutes, he was out of the village. A few people, loitering in front of him, stepped smartly out of the way of his determined stride. He hardly noticed. Her d’dec was nearby toward his left. Passing between the last two dingy-white houses, he saw a field full of wildflowers. To his left, a black bull pawed the ground in the corner. 
Moving along the fence line toward Brodia’s d’dec, he saw the bull lift its head to gaze at him. It trotted menacingly over, keeping its head high while looking at him down its nose. He stared back. A new fear gripped his mind; the bull had been close to the location of her wand.
When the beast reached him, lowering its head and snorting its displeasure, he acted. Forming a lifting-hand with the waves compressed together tightly, he picked up the bull. Ignoring its wild eyes, he flew it to the furthest end of the field and pushed it against the fence, leaving a block in place to prevent it from moving away.
Over the railing he hopped to race across the corner of the field to her d’dec. Approaching the fence, he saw her lying prone on the other side. She still clutched her wand in her right hand, with her legs folded under her. In a second, he was beside her. She was breathing. Despite his pounding heart, he forced himself to remain detached. She needed his care, not his emotions.
He straightened out her legs while checking for any sign of a break. Finding none, he wrapped her unconscious body in a tight d’sur cocoon. Gently, he molded the waves to prevent her head from moving even the smallest part of an inch. Later, he would be scared for her health. 
Tenderly, he lifted his unconscious apprentice to push her back to the village. Once they were away from the field, he released the bull. He took several furtive glances at her face. Pieces of grass stuck to her scratched cheeks, and strands of black hair covered her eyes. She looked tranquil except for the white knuckles of her right hand where she clutched her blackened wand.
Along the way, several of Twin Rock’s children joined him, dancing about Brodia’s floating form. Some adults also came out to see what was happening. By the time he reached the edge of the village square, he had over twenty people following along to watch the rescue.
A teenage boy was getting too close to Brodia. “Go tell the elder to prepare the guest room,” he said. The boy ran ahead, proud to be a part of these strange events. Another girl hovered around Brodia. He told her to fetch the village doctor. The little girl, dressed in a faded green dress, dashed off to his left.
The Elder’s front door was open when he reached the house. Elder Tebin stood inside the doorway to direct him to the guest bedroom near the kitchen. The housemaid had the bed ready, but he removed the pillow before lowering her down. He carefully pried her wand from her fingers and placed it beside the washbasin.
“Shall I undress her so that she can sleep in peace?” the housemaid asked.
“No. I must wait for Brodia to wake so I can see how badly she’s hurt,” he said, sitting beside her on the bed. “Until then, we touch nothing.”
“Stay with them, Fatino,” Tebin instructed the housemaid from the doorway. “Attend to anything the wizard requests. Sir Wizard, should I cancel the apprentice meeting for tonight?”
“Yes, Elder,” Preem replied, watching Bodia lying peacefully. He gently touched her bruised and scrapped face. “I think a bull attacked her,” he said.
“Really. A farm animal was able to beat her,” the Elder said in a dismissive tone.
A wave of anger swept through Preem. He took several calming breaths before he trusted himself to reply. “She’s early in her magic lessons and cannot manage a one-ton beast like a bull yet.” He paused as he recalled a brutal fact about bull attacks. “And tell me, Elder Tebin, how many full-grown men survive a bull attack? Few, if I remember correctly.”
He lifted his gaze to lock eyes with the elder, who glanced away. “I meant no disrespect, Grand Wizard.”
Preem turned his head to ask Fatino, “Can you bring us some water?” After she left, he addressed Elder Tebin again. “I have made a note of your view of women, Elder. I do not support it, and I suggest you step carefully around me.”
Elder Tebin glared at him for a moment before saying something that surprised Preem. “Or else what? You’ll crush me too?”
“No need for anything that dramatic. I need only have a word with the Chancellor.” The elder’s face paled. “It’s best to remember that Otanic’s future may lie in the well-being of this young lady. That also includes your future, Elder Tebin. Brodia has not only survived an attack by an Arrox, but she also killed it. You will show her the same respect due to any wizard.” Preem was happy to see Elder Tebin step away. He closed the door.
Sitting on the bed beside Brodia, he carefully removed her green beret before easing her black hair out of her eyes. As he gently squeezed her hand, someone knocked on the door. It was the village doctor, a man of medium build and height. The doctor had thinning hair, though his angular features indicated a man in his thirties.
“What do we have here,” the doctor said, his voice a low rasp.
“I found her lying on her back beside a field,” Preem replied. “A bull hit her.”
“A bull. My, my, and she’s still alive? Let me get in to take a look.” Preem stood to one side, watching as the doctor gently felt her pulse, felt along the length of each leg, then each arm. “What field?” the doctor asked, feeling along the back of her head, being careful not to move anything.
“The first field to the south.” Preem liked how the doctor ministered to Brodia with tender, knowing hands.
“That be farmer Jermol’s bull. A mean cuss of a beast he is. Everyone here knows to keep out of that brute’s field.” The doctor completed his inspection. “I cannot believe that nothing’s broken, but she’s growing a lump on the back of her head. She should stay in bed at least another full day.” The doctor stood before asking, “She’s being held immobile; is that magic?”
“Yes, doctor. I have her wrapped in a cocoon. Do you recommend keeping it on her?”
“I do, Sir Wizard. When she wakes, have her move her fingers and toes. We must make sure nothing’s broken along her back.” The doctor stepped to the door. In the doorway, he turned, saying, “I’ll visit her tomorrow. But she stays in bed until tomorrow afternoon at the earliest. If she vomits, then keep her in bed a second day.” The doctor walked out. 
The housemaid came in holding a large jug of water. “I can stay with her if you like, sir,” Fatino offered as she set the jug of water and tankards on the small table. He smiled at the housemaid, dressed in a light-blue dress with a faded yellow apron. The traditional white cap made her look older.
“You care about her,” Preem said. It was so much better to see her concern for Brodia than the elder’s baseless sense of superiority.
“Of course. She’s a girl wizard. Never heard of one of ’em before. I’ll look after her good, Sir Wizard.”
“I don’t doubt it, Fatino. However, it’s important that I be here when she wakes,” he said. “I must ensure she hasn’t broken her back.”
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thirty-three
A Man’s Game


Her first sensation was the smell of musty cloth and dirt. Then leather. The soreness seeping throughout her body convinced Brodia that she still lived. Every muscle told her off. She opened her eyes a fraction, but darkness greeted her. A small moan escaped her lips as she tried to move her head. She couldn’t. 
“Lie still,” a familiar voice came from the dark distance. She twisted her head to find the sound, but she couldn’t move a fraction. “Brodia. Lie still.” This time the voice was closer; the familiarity broke through as Preem’s voice. Despite the pain and soreness, a warmth infused her body at the sound of his voice.
“Where am I?” she whispered through the fog that slowed her mind.
“The elder’s. Relax ... I will stay here ... try to sleep again.” She released the tension in her muscles before drifting off into the comfort of oblivion.
When she woke again, she felt stronger and her mind clearer. Still, she couldn’t move her head. “Zenii?” she whispered into the darkness.
“I’m here,” came the welcome answer from nearby. “How do you feel?”
“I can’t moves my head.” She opened her eyelids that still felt heavy. She found a dimly lit room.
“I’ve wrapped you in a cocoon to stop you moving. Can you move your fingers?” It took her a few moments to understand his question. She didn’t know why he wanted her to do this. However, she moved the fingers in her right hand. “Wiggle your toes.” She confirmed she felt her toes constrained by the leather of her boots. “Good. I’ll release your arms and legs.” Brodia sensed his relief, though she didn’t understand why.
For the next several minutes, she moved various limbs, twisting wrists, elbows, ankles, and knees. Everything worked, but everything hurt. She closed her eyes as she reached her hand to her forehead, feeling the sweat. The room was stuffy with a stale smell. A second later, she felt a cool, damp cloth swiping across her forehead. After opening her eyes, she saw Preem gazing at her; he turned away. “Is there any food?” she asked, famished.
“I’ll get you some soup.” And he left her alone. She stared at the ceiling, trying to remember what had happened. She’d been in a field. That was all she could remember. Why was she here? Why did her whole body hurt? After a short time, Preem returned with a steaming bowl.
Brodia felt the broad d’sur fist raise her to a sitting position so she could eat, but ten spoonfuls tired her out. Preem’s d’sur fist eased her back onto the pillows. She fell back into a deep and dreamless sleep.
When she woke, the room was bright; now, she could move her head. A quick check revealed she was alone. The examination also revealed she was now under a blanket, wearing a nightgown, but she had no idea who had undressed her. When she moved her arms and legs, her muscles screamed once more at being employed again so soon. When they loosened up, she decided to take the risk of swinging her legs over the side of the bed.
Sitting up fast was a mistake. She had to lie back down when the room began to spin, and nausea lurched up her body. She lay on the bed, thinking through what had happened, trying to make sense of her scattered memories. The image of a massive black bull came into her mind, with horns that curved around its head rather than pointing up. Then she remembered how it ran her down, plus falling hard on the ground. She remembered ... her wand!
Reaching out, she scanned the room, smiling when she sensed her d’dec to her right. It was lying beside the water basin on the table. Reaching out to it, she struggled for some time to enter its darkness to form a d’sur fist, but she couldn’t. She lay there as tears formed in her eyes. 
Her magic was gone!
The bull knocked all her magic out of her, so now she was a farmgirl once again. Facing her worst fears, Brodia sobbed quietly to herself. Images of trudging back into her home and facing her father’s ridicule swam in her mind. It wasn’t a prospect she could endure. Wandering the land as Daffodils chased her wasn’t possible either. Could she sneak back to Narbend or live in Castin?
Preem wouldn’t want her now, which was the saddest of all. She couldn’t face the prospect of him rejecting her, or worse, pitying her. She’d have to slip away when he wasn’t watching. Of course, she’d have to pretend she’s too ill to do magic for now. Then, when his attention was elsewhere, she’d walk away into the night. As she planned her escape, her tears dried up.
For ten minutes, she allowed escape and self-pity to fill her heart. Finally, a different thought came to her mind; I’ll have to learn all over again.
She would take her wand and teach herself, just like nanuj or the gripping fist. Then when she was capable again, she could find Preem to explain everything. Brodia sat up on the bed. The wand was only ten feet away, but she was too dizzy to try for it.
The door opened, as Preem stepped in. She quickly lay back on the pillow.
“I see you’re awake,” he said, reaching down to rub her forearm. “How do you feel?”
“I’m dizzy when I lifts my head,” she replied, getting her excuses ready for not doing any magic.
“That’s normal. The village doctor has checked you and says nothing’s broken.” 
She was a little disappointed; a broken leg or arm would be an excellent excuse for Preem leaving her behind. Somehow she had to get her wand. “Did I drops my wand?”
“I had to pry it out of your fingers.” He leaned over to the washbasin to pick up her blackened wand. “I will ask Fatino to bring you some food.” He handed the wand to her before stepping back out.
Alone again, Brodia reached out to her wand. It instantly welcomed her back into its darkness, and she formed a simple fist. She laughed as tears of joy rolled down her cheeks. Silly farmgirl, it was too far away!
Practicing entering and dropping her d’dec, she rejoiced in the feeling until she began to feel dizzy. She would have to go easy at first.
Minutes later, the housemaid stepped in with a bowl of soup. She helped Brodia sit up in bed.
“You musts be Fatino,” Brodia said as she settled the bowl in her lap. Then she realized her speech had dropped back to her farmgirl days. “You must be Fatino,” she repeated.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Just Brodia’s fine. I’m no ma’am; I used to be a farmgirl.” Brodia patted the bed for Fatino to sit. “We can talk if you have time. I haven’t had much chance to talk to anyone except my Zenii.” And though it would surprise her to say so, she missed having a conversation with another woman, with another kindred spirit.
“Are you really an apprentice?” Fatino asked after sitting on the bed. “Can you move things? You know, do some magic.”
Brodia nodded. “I can push things. I’ve only learned to pick things up yesterday.” Preem would probably disapprove of showing off, but he wasn’t in the room. “Would you like me to show you?” Fatino nodded enthusiastically. “Don’t tell anyone I showed you.”
So, Brodia formed a gripping-fist to lift the tankard on the table. She didn’t have the center correct, so the tankard slipped, spilling the water in it. She and Fatino both laughed. 
“It’s amazing. And you’re a woman,” Fatino said, clapping her hands.
The comment brought back a concern. “Am I wearing your nightshirt?”
“Yes, I changed you into that nightshirt.” Fatino’s answer pleased Brodia. She didn’t mind if Preem saw her body openly but seeing it in secret gave her chills.
Still, the mystery remained about how she got here from the field. She wondered if the farmer or some village boys found her. When she asked, Fatino described her unconscious body floating into the house with Wizard Preem walking beside it with his hand resting on Brodia’s stomach. She told Brodia how Preem stayed at her side for a day. Brodia listened to the story, asking questions until she had the whole image in her mind. “What’s the elder like?”
Fatino leaned in to whisper, “He’s a mean one. Hates women. Worse than them Daffodils. He yells all the time and treats all the village women bad.” Brodia said she was sorry to hear that, but Fatino gave her a smile of reassurance. “I’m used to it, I guess. But I despise the day he became the elder of Twin Rocks.”
“Has he always lived here in the village?” 
Fatino shook her head no. “He came from somewhere else. Some of the women say he was a Daffodil before. An officer, like a captain or something higher. Though he isn’t old enough to be a general.” She leaned over to whisper, “He used the stories of the Western Strangler to make a curfew at one hand after sunset for all women.”
“The fool. The Western Strangler usually strikes during the day,” Brodia said. “And they should make a curfew for the Daffodils.”
Fatino laughed. “I would love to see that.” She stood up from the bed. “If you show up that over-stuffed fool, I’ll not object. Not for one minute. He’s mean with his money too. Doesn’t help anyone in the village, unlike our last elder.” Then Fatino laid her hand on Brodia’s head. “I hope you do well, Brodia. I’ll be listening for stories of your exploits. I have to go now before he yells about his lunch.”
“Stop by anytime you’re free,” Brodia said as Fatino opened the door. “I enjoyed talking.”
That afternoon, Brodia felt well enough to walk slowly around the foot of the bed. With a full stomach, she had time to think. Preem watched over me for a day. Was this the normal attention a teacher would give, or was something else driving him? Again, her heart rose, and her dreams from a few weeks ago resurrected themselves.
For a hand, she sat, practicing the new technique to grip an object. After some accidents, she managed to lift the tankard that sat on the table. The method needed a light touch, something she was never good at on the farm. It was like doing something delicate with her left hand. Soon she could form the gripping-fist in under two seconds. Please Gods, she thought, let Preem be impressed with my gripping-fist learned by myself.
[image: image-placeholder]She sat at the long chestnut-wood dining table. Zenii sat on her right, while the elder sat at the table’s head, beyond Zenii. Brodia had taken the time to change back into her regular clothes, though her body still felt frustratingly weak to her, and her right hip was especially sore. Her mind swirled around Fatino’s comments about the elder, who looked arrogantly down the table. Once a Daffodil, always a Daffodil, and a woman-hater.
After some introductions, Preem opened the topic for the evening. “Tomorrow, I would like to hold the apprentice meeting that I delayed. However, regardless of the results, we will leave the following day for Kefnu.”
“I will send out the notices in the morning,” Elder Tebin said. Then, in the same nonchalant voice, he added, “Will your girl be well enough for the trip to the capital?”
Brodia leaned her head forward to glare at the tall elder, who stared back indifferently. She didn’t realize that she was tugging on her ear as she prepared to tell this man that Preem’s girl was more than ready. 
Zenii beat her to it. “Of course. Nothing’s broken. My apprentice has been through the Barrens and walking for many weeks now. I don’t doubt she’s tougher than any other man in your village.”
Happy with Zenii’s defense of her prowess, she settled back in her chair and said, “I will set up the meeting hall as you like, Zenii.” She sensed the chill in the air between the two men from Elder Tebin’s backhanded challenge to her worthiness. She was ready to jump to Zenii’s defense, though she knew he wouldn’t need it. “Do you want me to attend the meeting?”
“The edict?” Tebin asked sharply.
“I will deal with the king’s edict with the king,” Preem said sternly to Elder Tebin. He turned to her, “However, for this time, you can stay here. You’ll find that Elder Tebin plays a good game of nanuj.”
“Yes, Zenii.” She took a deep breath, disappointed that Preem allowed this man to stop her from attending to her duties. This wasn’t the place to discuss it, but it angered her. She sat in a huff for the remainder of the meal, refusing to join any of the conversations between Preem and Tebin.
In the guest room, after dinner, she was still steaming mad as they sat together on the bed. Eager to challenge Zenii’s decision, her ear was getting sore. Somehow, he must have sensed her frustration as he asked her to show him what she could do. She wanted to argue the point about attending the meeting, but then she remembered her gripping fist. Without further hesitation, she used her new skill to lift the metal tankard sitting beside the washbasin. The infectious smile it brought to his face made all her concerns vanish once again. “My Squirrel has learned a new trick.”
She stared at him, trying to judge if he was making fun of her. “Why did you pick the name Squirrel?”
“You remind me of a squirrel that tries to push one more nut into its mouth. Only you try to push one more magical technique into your mind.” Suddenly she liked his nickname for her. “When did you learn the gripping-fist?” he asked.
“Just before the bull attacked. I was too busy practicing to see the bull approaching.”
“Describe what you remember from the attack.” After going through the encounter blow by blow, she heard him laughing softly. “So, you hit the bull twice, and when it was angry enough, you had to deflect its charges before it knocked you over the fence.”
She glowered at him for a second or two before admitting that it wasn’t the best way to deal with such a large and unpredictable beast. She found herself laughing. “What should I have done, Zenii?”
“Lift the bastard. In the air, it cannot use its powerful legs to overwhelm you. Soon, I will show you this technique, called the lifting-hand. But for now, I am thrilled to see that you can pick objects up. This gripping-fist I want you to practice,” Preem said, laying his hand on her knee, sending a tingle up her spine. “In fact, I want you to use it when you play the elder tomorrow evening. I want you to beat him at nanuj.”
“As you wish.” She wanted to say something else, but something nagged in her mind. There was more to this than a game of nanuj, or not attending the apprentice meeting.
“You’ll find that Elder Tebin swings his opinions like a headman’s ax. What’s more, he’s a Brotherhood sympathizer.”
“Fatino believes he isn’t just friendly with the Daffodils, but was once an officer,” Brodia said.
“Did she sound confident of this claim?” he asked. She thought back on Fatino’s voice tone and then nodded in agreement. “Then he is dangerous. Maybe too dangerous.”
Now, Brodia wanted to play Tebin rather than attend the meeting. “Don’t stop me, Zenii.” Fearing ears could be listening at the door, she added in a soft voice. “The fool deserves a lesson, and I’m the one to give it to him. Trust me in this.”
“He will try to trick you; I’m sure of it now. If you harm him in any physical way, he will invoke the law, and though I will stop it, it will make our position with the king harder.”
She smiled. “Then it is a game within a game, and I will play many moves ahead of him. I will harm only his ego.”
“Indeed.” Preem gazed at her, judging her resolve. Then he relaxed with a brief smile. “Then, don’t just beat him; I want you to annihilate him; teach the bombastic donkey not to be impolite to wizards.”
“Yes, Zenii.” She grinned impishly. She’d never heard Zenii come out so forcefully against an official. This Elder Tebin had picked the wrong person to be narrow-minded with.
“Tonight, you sleep on the bed,” Zenii said.
“But I’m strong enough,” she said, feeling her natural position was being compromised once more.
However, his next words melted her heart. “You’ll have many years of sleeping on the floor, but for tonight, you sleep on the bed to help with your recovery. Then, for one more night, I can relive the years I spent sleeping on the floor as I learned from my old master.” In her mind, she saw visions of a young apprentice sleeping beside the old grand wizard. She knew how she felt about her teacher and could easily imagine how Preem felt about his. She wished she’d met her Zenii’s Zenii, even if he disapproved of girls becoming wizards.
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia reached across the nanuj board with her gripping-fist. She gently clasped the top of the red wizard to move it across the board. Her moves were still too clumsy, threatening to jostle the entire board. She kept practicing, developing a ‘feel’ for the gripping-fist, making her moves precise and tender. By midday, she was ready, but she continued to practice throughout the afternoon. She even played a balancing game with Fatino when she brought her some tea. Fatino would hold out her hand, palm down, while Brodia magically placed a game piece on the back of her hand, doing it so gently that it didn’t tip off.
“I have to be faster,” Brodia said to Fatino. “I have to be as fast as the stuff that comes from the north end of a south flying goose.” They laughed together at Brodia’s joke.
That evening, the bell at the meeting hall called the villagers to the search meeting. Preem left the elder’s house as soon as the bell fell silent again. Alone with Elder Tebin, Brodia reminded him about the nanuj game.
“That’s alright,” he said magnanimously. “I wouldn’t want to play a girl at a man’s game.”
But she had rehearsed this conversation several times in the room with Fatino playing the role of the elder. “Of course, but it could be you wouldn’t want to risk losing a man’s game to a girl,” Brodia replied, being careful to use her best speech. Aware that he was overconfident and liked his money, she took out a silver Otanic crown. “And I have a crown that says I can beat you.”
The elder glared at her before saying, “Let’s play a game, little girl.”
“The name’s Brodia Raffun. Or Apprentice Brodia.”
“Well, Brodia, I’ll enjoy spending your silver crown.”
Elder Tebin had an ornate table with a nanuj board inlaid on its top. He set this between them before placing the pieces on the board. He insisted that she have the red pieces and the first move. His first mistake. She started with the standard opening and saw him raise his eyebrows as if to say, “That’s pig swill simple.” He made an unorthodox move, one she’d seen many times from Preem, and was well prepared to play against.
“Uhmm, that’s a strange move,” she commented as if perplexed.
“Strange, but quite effective.” 
She smiled to herself as he smirked confidently. She reached out with a gripping-fist to make her next move by magic, picking her piece up daintily before putting it down softly. There was no more sliding of pieces or board bumping. She managed to keep a straight face as she noticed the elder’s eyes widen.
Ten moves later, he fell into a trap Preem had shown her weeks before. It would be another three moves before he realized he was going to lose. He should have resigned, but he doggedly kept trying to recover. He kept losing more pieces to her relentless attacks.
After he refused to resign, she said, “You don’t much like women, Elder. Out of respect, you should have resigned several moves ago. You’ve lost this game along with a silver crown.”
“Women shouldn’t be playing nanuj. They’ve not got the mind for it.”
“Indeed,” she said, mimicking Zenii’s sage-like voice. “What kind of mind would lose to a girl then?”
“Don’t be impertinent. Women have a place in the world. They should stay there or face a whipping to be put back there.”
Even with Fatino’s warning that the elder was once a Brotherhood officer, she was surprised by his overt comment. “You must agree with the Daffodils,” she said. “Not a comfortable position when Otanic’s grand wizard visits along with a magician woman.”
“Don’t use that insulting name in my hearing, and I have nothing against wizards, young lady.”
“Apprentice Brodia,” she said, reminding him of her proper title.
“Don’t be so sure. King Attim will strip you of that title.”
Brodia thought about that for a moment. He was right, of course; she had no notion of what the king’s decision would be. What did her loyalty to the realm mean? And how did it compare to the elder’s loyalty to an intolerant group of men who hated all women? In the end, she knew her position should be one of neutrality, not bias. So, she thought about how Zenii would respond before she said, “That’s the king’s right, should he choose to do so.” That seemed to surprise the elder into silence.
Finally, she offered him a chance to win back his crown by playing with the red pieces. He accepted. She continued to move her pieces with the gripping-fist, which Elder Tebin no longer seemed to notice. He had his head down over the board as he concentrated on winning back his crown. With the white nanuj pieces, she played defensively at first. Preem taught her this to see if the opponent had any skill at attack or over-extended their position. Soon the game had developed into a complex position. She regretted that Zenii could not see it, as he enjoyed these game situations.
Elder Tebin was good at nanuj, but he wasn’t good enough. She enjoyed turning her defense into a sharp attack that left his position in tatters. Again, she sought not only to win but to humiliate, gobbling up his pieces until he finally succumbed. After all, wizards had a reputation to maintain.
Peeking up at his face, he seemed about to explode. His face was red and his eyes hard. “Are you well?” she asked, deciding to heap on more insults. Like with her father, she wanted Tebin to lose his self-control.
Tebin stood, pulling back his hand as if to strike her. She calmly formed a shield, knowing she couldn’t use anything more physical on the elder. Waiting quietly, she maintained the shield until, disappointingly, he got his emotions under control.
“You should be careful, Apprentice Brodia. The Brotherhood enjoys finding members of the Fourth Daughters. I would imagine they will treat you most harshly.”
“I’m not a member. But I have been a guest of the Daffodil’s inhospitality before, Elder Tebin,” she responded slowly, emphasizing her words. “And should I find myself among them again one day, it will not go the way you or they would like.” The elder scowled at her. She had made herself an enemy of a secretive group that hated women.  But she continued to push on him. “Will you be letting the Daffodils know about me?”
“I’m certain they will learn about you soon.”
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thirty-four
A Lifting-Hand 


After a fruitless apprentice search meeting, Preem hurriedly returned to the Elder’s house. He couldn’t break his concerns over leaving Brodia alone with that woman-hater.  
He needn’t have worried. For inside, he found a grumpy Elder Tebin with a smiling Brodia holding a magic shield between them. “How do you feel, ready for the road tomorrow?” he asked her as soon as he entered the sitting room. 
She dropped the shield she was holding. “Yes, Zenii.” The sparkle he saw in Brodia’s eyes was all he needed to understand the cause for Tebin’s frowns.
Once he’d settled into a chair, he said to them, “I didn’t find any potential novices from Twin Rocks this time.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” the Elder said. “I’m sure the village would have liked the prestige of having a future wizard come from its boys.” His voice was testy, and Preem wished he’d found a candidate from the village; it would have settled this animosity.
“I believe there are ways to improve the chances of finding an apprentice,” Preem said. “Do you have any boys, or girls, that play nanuj well?”
“I don’t recall any of them excelling at nanuj, Grand Wizard.” The elder shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Is it a requirement?”
“I have seen a connection between particularly good young players and the abilities I seek.” Preem glanced at Brodia, but she was practicing her gripping-fists. Preem wanted her full attention on the conversation with the elder. “What do you think, Apprentice Brodia?”
“I’m sure there is,” she mumbled. When she lifted her eyes to see his expression demanding her full attention, she added, “Zenii.” He saw her gripping-fist evaporate as she stopped practicing. She said to the elder, “I only know two people with the ability to control the magic, and both are good players. One is excellent, Elder Tebin.”
“You are very sure of yourself,” the Elder said.
“Oh, I am, Elder. Still, I’m not talking about myself. I’m so-so at best,” she replied with a satisfied smile. “It’s Wizard Preem who’s excellent. Beats me every time.”
Elder Tebin smiled wanly. Preem wanted to end whatever battle still hung in the air between the elder and Brodia. 
Knowing how hard it was for people to let go of lifelong beliefs, Preem moved the conversation to his main point. “I would suggest that you arrange for some nanuj tournaments. You can see if anyone has a special talent for the game,” Preem said. “Boys and girls.”
“Would you want another girl?” Tebin asked. This time his voice lacked the self-assurance of before.
“I will take magical ability from anywhere,” Preem said. “Yet, I see an advantage in having a boy apprentice this time. It will make it harder for our enemies to deal with the natural differences that will bring.”
“It’s like the pieces in a nanuj game,” Brodia suddenly said as if she had just thought of the idea. “The apprentice and nobleman pieces move in different ways. Each is considered equally important with a role in any strategy. Players consider their position is weaker if they only have one, regardless if that is a nobleman or apprentice.” He saw a mischievous twinkle in her eye as she glanced at him. “Though I prefer the apprentice over the nobleman, still I feel my game weakened if I don’t have at least one of each piece available to me.”
He liked her analogy. Even Tebin nodded in agreement. Preem steered the conversation to the idea of holding nanuj tournaments as a way to find good players. The elder agreed to set up a nanuj training program. He expanded Preem’s tournament idea to hold a contest with a nearby village.
Throughout the evening meal, the conversation revolved around nanuj strategies. Tebin listened with a keen expression on his face as Brodia described creating concealed lines of attack in the middle part of the game. Tebin often unjustifiably disagreed with her line of reasoning, and Preem realized that Tebin’s views on women hadn’t changed much. It would take time.
Shortly after dinner, Preem was happy to bid the elder goodnight. It had been a long evening, and he didn’t like the elder’s company. At first light, he would leave with Brodia.
“Good luck in your search, Wizard Preem. I’ll create a nanuj school here and establish a tournament with the village of Splitoaks south of here," the Elder said.
Preem bid him goodnight, but she didn’t.
[image: image-placeholder]In the guest bedroom, Preem said, “I’m glad that is behind us. I believe you were beginning to win him over.”
“Not for a second. He hates women who aren’t subservient to him. He wanted to warn me about what the Brotherhood would do to me if they caught me. I gather it would not be a pleasant experience.”
“You had the shield between you both. Was he aware of it?”
“No. He looked like he wanted to strike me, so I formed a shield. Luckily, he didn’t carry through with his threat of physical harm.”
“The realm does not need elders like him,” Preem said. “But I don’t wish to waste any more time discussing such men.” Sitting on the bed, he laid his mastyon across the bottom. “We will start tonight’s lessons. I want you to learn the lifting-hand. The first step is to create a flat fist that can slide under the object.”
With that, he began her lesson. For a hand, he worked with her on creating a thin layer of waves. He knew it would take days, to get it slim enough to use, but he was happy to see that she learned the concept. After a while, he said it was enough for this night. She got up from sitting on the bed. While he prepared to sleep on the bed, she laid out her blanket on the floor at the foot of the bed. Soon, he was fast asleep.
At first light, he dressed to leave. The elder still slept. So, it fell to Fatino, the housemaid, to wish them a good journey as they stepped outside the house. He smiled when he saw Brodia hand two crowns to Fatino, saying, “These used to belong to Elder Tebin. Buy something nice for yourself. Thank you for your help and the long chats.”
The air smelled fresh with the dawn mist clinging to the ground. Leaving Twin Rocks behind, he was grateful to be on the Kefnu Road again. It was a beautiful morning, full of new hope for him; Brodia was fast becoming a joy to be around.
He set off at his usual pace, striding along the dirt road, swinging his mastyon. Brodia limped along beside him. He didn’t lessen his pace for her sore hip. In the distance, he saw the deep green of the forest. This far into the Otan valley, the large trees would be far apart. He looked forward to the cool and welcome transition from the open farmland.
Soon after entering the forest of beech and oak trees, he began testing Brodia’s memory skills. The blow to her head had not diminished her powers of observation or memory. It had been a fear of his. He was grateful to the Gods for preventing any damage to her incredible mind.
Partway into the forest, he spotted a partly rotted branch lying near the roadbed. He stopped and asked Brodia to lift the dead branch. The gap underneath was too narrow for her lifting-hand, but he insisted they stay to practice. He sat with her beside the road for a hand as she formed ever thinner lifting-hands. Though none were anywhere near thin enough, it gave him an excuse to rest her muscles without her realizing it.
Twice more during that first day, he made a pretext to stop to practice. He also called an early end to the day’s walking. Otherwise, he offered no respite to her sore muscles.
The following day he made no concessions at all. If she was tired by the end of the day, she made no mention of it, nor did he ask as they sat beside the fire playing a game of nanuj. After Brodia’s ingenious analogy, he saw the nanuj apprentice pieces as female and the nobleman pieces as male. More importantly, he saw new ways they could work together to defeat his opponent.
On the third day from Twin Rocks, he reached the far edge of the forest. The Kefnu Road widened as it passed between the fields. This close to the Otan river, the farmers used the land to grow crops. It was still a couple of months from the harvest. The crop was green grass with just a hint of the stalk that would eventually hold the ears of wheat or barley. Preem asked her if the sight of the crops made her homesick. She said that her home was now on the road with him. He admitted to missing the salty breeze as it swept up the gully from the beach in his home village. 
As they chatted, she suddenly changed the subject. “Zenii, you have said a war with Harpin is coming. Should I not train for it?”
Her question surprised him, but then he thought about the human devastation those weapons brought. Preem shook his head slowly, reaching out to place his hand on her shoulder. “Our weapons are brutal and dangerous.” He began walking again.
“Isn’t not knowing them more dangerous?” she called out to him before running to catch up. “How can I defeat the tall apprentice or Western Strangler without a magical weapon. You leave me exposed to him.”
“Apprentices aren’t taught these weapons, Brodia. What if you were to harm a man? Think of the law.”
Suddenly Brodia was in front of him, blocking his way. “What about me hurting a girl. You’re not afraid of that.” Her voice was rising, and he knew he’d fallen into a trap again.
“I didn’t mean it like that. I trust that you won’t harm anyone unless there is a grave need. However, the tradition is to wait to teach these weapons.” His own Zenii didn’t teach him weapons until he could fly. Yet, those weapons would have been useful when he had to protect the king that night. “I will teach you how to defend against those weapons first. Not now, but soon, I promise.”
He made the mental decision to wait until after he’d convinced King Attim to accept her as his apprentice. It would be much earlier than usual, but as he kept reminding himself, these weren’t normal times. Even thinking about King Attim made his stomach churn. What would he do if the king rejected his apprentice? The answer would have been simple a month ago, but not any longer.
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thirty-five
The Raven’s Revenge


A strange orange-pink glow on the horizon caught Brodia’s attention near the end of the second day past the forest. She glanced at Preem, but he seemed indifferent to the glowing specter. So, she kept quiet about the apparition. Yet, she had to point and ask what it was when it didn't fade away. 
“Kefnu. Have you never seen the city before?”
“No,” she said, awestruck by the magnificent sight. The sun was low behind them, lighting up the walls and turrets in the distance. “Is it true about the streets?”
“Paved in gold? No, Brodia.” He laughed. “Did you believe they were?”
“Not particularly.” She said mischievously, “Still, I did think wizards flew everywhere, but the only time I’ve flown any distance, it was too dark to enjoy.” She was excited about seeing the capital for the first time and almost skipped along the road. Preem’s warning that they would not reach the city until tomorrow did nothing to dampen her enthusiasm. She watched, fascinated, as the pink apparition darkened to red with the sun setting behind her. The sky had taken on an indigo hue when Zenii stopped outside a tavern. 
“We stay here for the night if they have a room,” he said.
She saw a macabre painting on the shingle swaying above the doors. It portrayed a hanged man with a large raven sitting on his shoulder while pecking out his dead eyes. The bold red letters underneath declared the tavern’s name, Raven’s Revenge. The artist must have put their soul into the depiction with red script that had scrolls and curves that caught her eye. The two-story building looked vibrant with a fresh coat of wheat-yellow paint.
She took his blanket. Still full of energy, she passed through the dark brown double doors under the swinging shingle.
Inside, the walls were painted a more subdued yellow. Brodia saw the solid wooden bar with five round tables to her left. To the right was an alcove with a woman sitting at a small desk. “Do you have any rooms available?” she asked the woman dressed in a blue and white frock. From under her light-blue cap, Brodia saw gray-streaked brown hair. She guessed the innkeeper was in her forties.
The innkeeper studied her for several seconds. She didn’t seem impressed by Brodia’s masculine attire, but Brodia didn’t care. “Just for you, ma’am?” The woman’s haughty tone angered Brodia in an instant.
“I’m Wizard Preem’s apprentice,” she announced, keeping her voice formal. “It’s for both of us.”
“Ha, that’s a lie. The wizard doesn’t have an apprentice, and it wouldn’t be no farmgirl who doesn’t know how to dress!”
“Well, he does have an apprentice,” she said. Her anger flashed. Somehow everyone still saw her as a farmgirl. She was tempted to show her abilities. However, Preem would disapprove, and she wanted desperately to impress him with her diplomatic skills. So, she kept it civil. “And he would like a room for the night.”
“The Bloody-Eye room is available. It’s to the left at the top of the stairs.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” she said with a snide tone. She ran up the stairs to check the room. It was the typical tavern room, one bed, plus one over-used wooden chair. Under the window, there was a nightstand with a blue-patterned bowl for water. It had a fireplace with some fresh wood and kindling piled beside it. As she looked around, she saw two mice scurrying for the corner, where they disappeared into a small hole. It would do, so she dropped the two rolled-up blankets on the bed.
She hurried back down the stairs to usher in her Zenii. As she passed the table, the innkeeper had more words for her. “What kind of woman dresses in men’s clothes. You must be whoring for women. Not that I care what people do upstairs in their rooms, just so long as you don’t break the bed.”
“As I said, I’m Wizard Preem’s apprentice. You should keep a civil tongue.”
“The wizard, you say. You aren’t lady enough for that gentleman. Probably too small even for him to fit in.”
The insult to Brodia’s womanhood destroyed her resolve to be graceful. “I’m plenty big enough for Preem or any other man, you silly bitch.”
The innkeeper suddenly jumped up from her chair to curtsy toward the door. Brodia turned and was horrified to see Preem standing in the doorway. He stared at her with a frown on his face. The buzz of conversation in the tavern stopped.
“They have a room, Zenii,” she said, trying to act as if nothing had happened. “It’s the Bloody-Eye room, and it will do.” She glanced at the woman whose mouth was agape.
“Very good.” He turned toward the innkeeper who had recovered from the shock that Brodia had been telling her the truth. “Good to see you again, madam Quilana.”
“Grand Wizard Preem.”
Minutes later, he sat at a table in the corner of the bar area, resting his mastyon against the wall. Brodia joined him, sitting with her back toward the tavern’s patrons. How much had he heard? She felt as if the whole world was conspiring to bring her down. All she could think to do was act normal.
A young slip of a waitress in a dark green dress and a light-green cap came toward their table. “Two red wines,” Brodia ordered from the waitress. “Do you have any white cheese? ... Good, bring us some with fresh bread.”
The wine and food arrived quickly, but she waited while Preem tasted the wine and took a bite of food. He nodded his consent, but she didn’t reach to eat, hoping Preem would play their usual game. Behind her, the buzz of conversation returned to normal. She waited a little longer as Zenii sat across from her, smiling.
“So,” he said at last. “Describe the men sitting behind you.”
Without glancing behind her, she ran through all the images in her mind. She described each of the eight men sitting at the other tables. It was her favorite road game, and just maybe it meant he hadn’t heard any part of her conversation with the innkeeper.
[image: image-placeholder]Later in the Bloody-Eye room, he instructed her on the lifting-hand. She could flatten it to the width of a knife blade by now. To show him what she could do, she slid it under the water bowl, standing on the table. She even risked lifting it a foot as he watched. The pattern on the bowl was a royal scene with the king sitting on his throne. She wondered if it was an exact likeness of King Attim.
Holding the bowl a foot above the table, she ventured to ask a question. “Have you stayed here before?” The bowl began to wobble as she concentrated on not dropping the cumbersome thing. She returned it to the table.
“Yes. It was a favorite of my old master. We came here many times when I was an apprentice. I tried to fly for the first time in this room. In time, I will teach you. But first, you have much to learn.”
Learning to fly would be the greatest thing. She could imagine herself flying into her father’s field to land beside him. Then he’d know what kind of person she was. “I can lift this bowl; is that not enough?” she said. She forced her lifting-hand under the bowl again to lift it. She was too fast this time, and the bowl began swaying.
“It’s unsteady,” he said. Brodia struggled to keep it level. Each time she adjusted the lifting-hand, the bowl lurched to the other side. “Be careful; that bowl is older than I am,” he said with a chuckle.
“Then it must be ancient. Probably not used to flying much either.”
“I often practiced lifting it when I stayed here with my Zenii.”
“Well,” she said as she lowered it back to the table. “I don’t see any cracks in it. Are you sure it was this bowl?”
Preem removed his hat and laid back on the bed with his hands clasped behind his head. “I’m sure. I must have lifted that bowl when a certain snot-nosed squirrel was still chasing chickens.”
She gave him her side-eye. “Snot-nosed? I bet you’re great with all the girls.” 
He smiled in return. “I wish.”
“Oh, I’m sure you are,” she said with a broad smile. “That’s why you’re the heart crusher.”
“I do wish I had another name.”
She realized that her words took him out of the moment and saddened him. “You’re not that.” Her voice was serious now. “If I know anything in my heart, I know that you aren’t that man that people think deserved such a name. You must have had the weapons that you needed that day.”
“I didn’t. My Zenii hadn’t prepared me for that day. In the end, I squeezed a man to death.” Preem looked at her, and she got the sense he knew exactly what was on her mind. “Soon, Squirrel. Soon I’ll teach you those weapons.”
“I want to fly.” There was so much to learn, but every technique took so long. “Am I just slow and stupid?”
“You are far ahead of where I was this soon after first entering the d’dec. However, you must perfect each technique before learning the next. You taught yourself the gripping fist while I’ve shown you the lifting hand. Both techniques are needed to fly and have to be closely coordinated, not to mention using both on separate d’sur fists at the same time.” Preem stopped as she gazed at him, trying to understand what he meant by the same time. “To fly. You must split the fist, not once but twice. It takes great power to complete the second split.”
“And you will show this to me?”
Preem shook his head. “Not before you have much greater power.”
“Do the weapons need much greater power too? Or this split fist?” Preem shook his head again. “Then why won’t you teach them to me? I may find myself trapped by the Strangler again.”
“You aren’t ready. My Zenii waited for two years before he taught the weapons to me. Only when I had mastered the double-split and become a journeyman wizard would he teach them to me. I will not wait that long, but you must show greater maturity, less emotion. These weapons can kill in a second. I have to know you will not lose your temper.”
“Those boys in Narbend attacked me, but I didn’t do much back at them.” She found herself pleading, so desperately did she want to stop the tall apprentice.
However, Preem was thinking of a different situation. “You insulted Madam Quilana. I heard your words when I came in.”
So, he had heard. “And did you hear her words to me?” He shook his head. “She insulted me first, called me a whore, and even worse.”
“Worse than a whore?”
“She said I was too small for you.” He looked at her blankly, not understanding. She just glared back, not willing to explain any further.
Then his face relaxed. “I think I understand. The boys in my school would often claim I was so small no girl could find it. In the end, it’s only jealousy. Do women often make these comments?”
“Only in fun between friends. Not to a stranger. To do that is asking for a fight.”
“Indeed.” Preem paused. “I understand your reasons for being angry. But not why you let it get the better of you. You must learn to let insults wash off you like the rain from a slate roof.”
“I’m sorry, Zenii.”
“I want you to do better,” he said. “Let’s play a game or two instead. Tomorrow we’ll be in Kefnu, and I’ll teach you some weapons while we stay there.”
He lifted the bowl from the table and set the empty table between them. Brodia settled into the chair with the table between them. They both magic’d their pieces throughout the game. She was getting closer to beating him; she could feel it in her bones. Of course, she’d have to earn it, like everything else she did.
“Have you always been good at nanuj?” she asked him, after drawing the first game with the red pieces. She magic’d her pieces back to the starting positions.
“I was the village champion before my fourteenth birthday. Though my Pa thought the game was pointless. ‘You can’t make money playing a child’s game,’ he was fond of saying.”
“My father hated me playing too,” she said as she responded to his first move. “And my Ma thought I should let the boys win more often.”
“Elder Thoum taught me.” He moved a red piece to set up an unorthodox attack. “Once I understood the theories, I was unbeatable.”
“Not for much longer, Zenii.”
He looked into her eyes. “No.” He smiled. “Perhaps not for much longer, Squirrel.” 
[image: image-placeholder]In the early morning light, Brodia followed Zenii down the stairs to leave the Raven’s Revenge. Madam Quilana sat by the door, smiling as Preem passed her. Brodia leaned over to whisper, “I apologize for losing my temper yesterday. I hope we can be friends when next we pass through this way.”
Surprised, Quilana mumbled an “it was my fault, ma’am” response.
Outside, the summer had hardly begun, so the air still had a chill to it this early. In the distance, she saw the towers of Kefnu again. Only now, the rising sun created silhouettes of the towers. Stretching her arms behind her to get her blood flowing, she set off along the road keeping pace with Preem. 
The steady rhythm of Preem’s mastyon set a torrid pace as she practiced picking up rocks beside the roadway. She no longer held her wand in her hand or pocket when she practiced. Now she preferred leaving it tucked in her belt with the tip pointing down. It looked much the same as any soldier’s dagger.
Throughout the morning, she watched as Kefnu’s towers grew and lightened. Toward the north of the city, she observed two towers rising well above the city’s gate towers. In the mid-morning light, she noted their greenish tint.
“Zenii?” she asked, pointing to the two towers.
“The King’s Keep,” he said. “It’s where we’re going today.” She should have given more thought to his last words, but she didn’t.
Soon she was approaching the enormous open gate that Preem said was the West Gate Barbican. The city wall bowed outward with a massive structure with a crenelled top.
As she crossed the wide stone bridge over the River Otan, she looked over the side at the sluggish river. She saw a small island covered in grass and low bushes in the middle. It forced the river into two channels to provide dry ground for the bridge’s central pier. The air smelled differently here, a musty smell that she thought must be people living too close to each other.
Nearer the gate, she crossed a wooden section, hearing the warm resonance of Preem’s mastyon as it struck the planks on each stride. This section had no parapet. Instead, she saw thick iron chains on each side, angling down from the barbican’s sides to the wooden bridge.
“I’ve never crossed a draw bridge before,” she observed, touching the chain at the side. “They sound warm, inviting.”
“Hopefully not to the enemy,” Preem said.
In the distance, she heard the city’s bells striking two hands after noon as she passed through the West Gate’s barbican. Above her, she saw the intimidating spikes of the metal portcullis. The road beyond the gatehouse wasn’t dirt. Dark stones covered the entire street. Brodia saw that many of the buildings were two stories; a few were taller. Most buildings had a business on the lower floor beside the road. Her eyes darted everywhere; everything was different, strange, and that musty smell was stronger here, making her want to cover her nose.
But when she glanced at Preem, he was smiling at her as if amused by her wonderment. 
“Looking for the gold?” he asked. His warm smile belied his tone.
She stopped acting surprised and tried to behave like it was nothing new. Brodia hated people thinking she was just some simple farmgirl. “I was looking for where that smell came from.” She walked on, feeling the strangeness of smooth stones under her heels. “I can’t think why they waste good stones on making a road. Still, I wasn’t expecting gold --”
“That’s a pity. Because where we’re going, there’s going to be plenty of it. The Palace.” He pointed to the two green-tinted towers that stood on a bluff. “King Attim holds court each afternoon at three hands. We will attend.”
What did he say? “I’m not dressed for such a thing.” She remembered the reaction of Quilana at the Raven’s Revenge. She hadn’t cared much before.
“Nonsense, you’re a wizard’s apprentice. You’re dressed as such. Just remember to keep your green beret on, with your hair tucked underneath.”
She followed Preem up the cobbled side streets towards the Keep. Along the way, she bunched her black hair to hide it under her beret. Brodia glanced around, catching the eye of several women who sneered at her. She glared back. “How should I behave at the Royal Court?” she asked.
“Be yourself. Remember that you are my apprentice, and you can do magic,” he replied without lessening his stride. “And one other thing, Apprentice Brodia. The king is no one’s fool, despite what your father may have told you.”
She hadn’t believed her father anyway. The man had lied to her all her life. “Anything else?”
“Oh, let me see,” Preem said lightly. “Only speak if spoken to.”
“Yes, Zenii.” It seemed that she’d heard that last instruction many times in her past. 
As they walked, her mind began thinking about the king. Abruptly it dawned on her that this wasn’t just visiting the king, even though that was special by itself. No, this was her test of acceptability. The king would decide if she was worthy. She was suddenly terrified of losing her wand.
At the gate, a guard challenged them. “Wizard Preem and his apprentice to see the King,” Preem said. She smiled at his answer; then, she smiled at the guard. The sentry frowned back, looking a little confused as he ushered her through the gate. The Keep’s pristine cobbled walkways were edged in midnight-black stones. The green tint to the Palace was majestic. Preem told her the builders, from five hundred years ago, used the greenstones quarried near Narbend. Everywhere she saw immaculate gardens with many-hued flowers. It was beautiful and wasteful at the same time; father wouldn’t let her keep flowers in their front garden, saying it was a waste of good soil.
She followed Preem, who moved with assurance toward the Keep’s Abbey. A high brick wall separated it from the tall tower on her left. She entered through the heavy wooden doors into the Abbey’s long nave. The gold and lavish colors had her gawping again. “Is it real?”
“Indeed. Still, this is paltry compared to the Throne Room.”
The stained windows portrayed scenes from Otanic’s ancient history. All the tables had a golden candle-stand resting in the middle with dark red candles burning in them. Twisting to see everything, she had never imagined such grandeur could exist.
Near the end of the chamber, Preem indicated a smaller door on the left guarded by a large man dressed in a poppy-red uniform. She followed Preem through and into the Royal Throne Room. That outer chamber was drab compared to this. She gazed at the ceiling beams that depicted ornate mythical creatures. Everywhere shone the vibrant yellow of gold. Once, she saw a wealthy merchant show off a coin he claimed was gold. Here, gold surrounded her; it was in the walls and candle stands. It even ran in thin veins through the white marble floor.
Zenii found a thick round pillar made from the same marble to lean casually against it. She watched as over-dressed men and women came in to mingle about, saying hello to each other. None bothered her or Preem, though more than a couple glanced at her with disapproving looks. She wished she were anywhere else but here. Her faded green doublet with tan jerkin was as out of place as a burnt loaf among white cakes. Her pear-green beret hid her black hair while her wand remained stuffed like a long dagger in her belt. She hated the way she looked and hated being here among these opinionated women.
Standing beside Preem she suddenly remembered that she was on trial. The king would decide if she kept her wand or not. A chill filled her as she looked around. This room was magnificent, but it was also a tomb where her hopes could be torn away from her.
When she heard the decorative clock strike three bells, the court’s musicians struck up a tune that Preem said was the royal march. She gasped in terror, hugging her arms across her chest. The doors swung open, and she saw King Attim’s small procession begin ambling down the aisle. Preem straightened up from the pillar to stand with everyone else in the receiving line. She remained behind him, keeping herself out of sight of the king.
“Wizard Preem.” The king slowed near the wizard. “We are glad you are here.”
“Your Majesty.”
“Stay after. We will have words with you in private.”
As Preem bowed his acknowledgment, Brodia caught the king’s eye for a second. The intensity of King Attim’s stare frightened her. She felt forced to lower her gaze. Then the king moved on, so she could lift her head once more. She had the impression that Preem was right; the king was no simple-minded nobleman.
She remained beside Preem as the king held his court. At first, she tried to immerse herself in what the people said but soon realized she didn’t understand three-quarters of the conversation. So, the court dragged as she awaited her fate. Presently she distracted her fears by guessing how much it would cost to buy some of the hats she saw. She wondered about the king. Well-dressed, of course, but was he pompous? That glance into his eyes revealed intelligence that surprised her. How could any intelligent man agree with the decrees against women? Didn’t he have a wife and a daughter? Would he impose his laws against his daughter?
At last, a tall man dressed in a stark black and white robe banged his staff on the floor. Was this it? She held her breath. But the man only announced the end of the court.
“Go now, Brodia. Wait for me at the gate to the King’s Keep,” Preem said.
“Yes, Zenii.” It was a relief to be away from the king, plus all these overdressed peacocks. She walked smartly back out through the long hall into the afternoon sunshine. The king hadn’t said anything about her. Did that mean he accepted her as an apprentice?
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thirty-six
Attim’s Compromise 


Preem leaned on his mastyon as the fancily dressed nobility sidled past him to leave the Throne Room. Soon he stood alone in front of King Attim and three members of his Privy Council. He took a single step forward to bow gracefully to the seated king. Somehow, he would have to convince him that Brodia was the right apprentice. He had known the king for seven years since that night when assassins came to kill the king. However, those meetings were as a journeyman wizard, and apprentice to a grand wizard. Now it was he alone that stood before the king. Preem had to admit that he didn’t know the king as a man. 
After congratulating him on becoming a grand wizard, King Attim asked for an update. Preem told him about the two missing wizard’s stones, plus his belief that Harpin had two apprentices. One of whom was known as the Western Strangler. The stories about the Gray Wizard were concerning. However, Preem could not say if this was the master or another apprentice.
One of the king’s advisors leaned down to whisper into the king’s ear, who nodded and looked at Preem. “Our spies have not found any of these wizards or apprentices yet. However, they are certain that Harpin is planning an invasion. It would seem, Sir Wizard, that Harpin’s wizards outnumber us. How is this possible?”
Though the king’s words were sharp, this was the area he had to use to win the king’s favor. “The loss of my Zenii weighs heavily on us, sire. We have lost our strongest wizard. I must now do all I can to find apprentices to train.”
“And, talking of apprentices, we hear that you have found an apprentice. Will they be ready in time?” The king focused his eyes on Preem, and he sensed that the king knew what Brodia was.
Preem smiled apprehensively. “Indeed, sire. They’ll be ready by spring.”
“Did we see your new apprentice standing behind you today?” King Attim said. “We must say he appeared a little effeminate to us. Are you certain he is strong enough?”
“Sire, she is strong enough. As potent as I was, maybe more so.”
The King’s advisor leaned in again, but King Attim abruptly waved him away. “We received rumors that you have picked a girl; we now see that these reports are true. We are most disappointed that you have broken our mandates to push some girl as an apprentice.” The king’s voice was calm, but his words and expression were not. Preem now realized the king was about to reject his choice of an apprentice.
“I regret any confusion over my —”
“Are you aware of our edict against women attending search meetings?” the King interrupted.
It had been many years since Preem felt genuine fear, but he felt it now. “Indeed, sire. She is powerful in magic, so I feel she will be important in the coming war.” Preem paused for a moment. “For your realm, sire, I feel obliged to try any ability I may find,” Preem said slowly. The king continued to scowl at him, but he didn’t interrupt again. “And in truth, I did not find her at an apprentice search meeting. I found her on the road, about to be whipped by the Brotherhood Against Wizardry.”
“We despise the Brotherhood.” The King leaned forward, glaring intently into Preem’s eyes. “However, our edict stands, and it seems you are splitting hairs with us, Grand Wizard?”
This was the moment. The only choice Preem had was to be honest with his sovereign. “I can never lie to you, sire. So, I must admit that I am, indeed, trying to ‘split hairs’ in the hope of your mercy.”
The king leaned back, strangely appeased by this argument. “And you claim she is strong? We have not met a strong woman.” The king looked at his advisor, who shook his head in agreement. “Can she best one of my Guards?”
“Arm strength is not needed for magic, sire. What I mean by strong is she is learning magic quickly and already shows greater magical strength than I did in my first month.”
“Words, Sir Wizard. These are just words.” The king rested his elbows on the throne’s arms, steepling his fingers. Preem had seen this gesture of thoughtfulness in the past. “What has she done to justify these words?”
“She beat off the brutal killer called the Western Strangler, sire. She also killed an Arrox in the Barrens before surviving a meeting with a full-grown bull.”
Once again, the king leaned forward. “An Arrox plus a bull? Are you exaggerating, Grand Wizard? Or splitting hairs again?”
Preem smiled. Talking about Brodia put him on safer ground with the king. He could talk about her exploits all day to anyone who would listen. “No, sire. She did indeed kill an Arrox even as it knocked her off a cliff. And though the bull knocked her out, she did survive the encounter by her wits and magic.”
“After your earlier admission, we find ourselves compelled to believe you now about her strength and bravery.” King Attim paused. “However, we also find women to be emotional. Are you also claiming your girl doesn’t cry when she’s sad or scream when she’s angry?”
“She does, sire. In this, she is like any other woman I’ve known. But when the danger is there, requiring that she act without emotion, she does just that. When boys bullied her, she stopped them without becoming angry. She stood her ground calmly when Arrox or wolves attacked us. She shows the grace under pressure we come to expect from all strong leaders, sire.”
“You make her sound like a man, Sir Wizard.”
The image of Brodia dropping her blanket came quickly to his mind. “No, sire. She is a woman. If it would please your highness, we can give a demonstration of her magical prowess as a new apprentice.”
The king didn’t respond to the offer. Instead, the conversation turned to the Western Strangler, plus Preem’s thoughts on whether he could do magic. King Attim demanded a better job from his advisors as he increased the reward to fifty crowns for the murderer’s capture. Eventually, the talk drifted back to Brodia. Preem again assured the King that she had killed an Arrox. Also, she survived attacks from the murderer, plus a massive black bull.
“Very good.” King Attim said at the end of Preem’s assurances. The king leaned forward. “I owe you my very life, Wizard Preem,” he said for Preem’s ears only.
“My duty and my pleasure, Your Majesty,” Preem replied, for the king alone to hear.
“We have our reservations, Grand Wizard Preem.” Once more, the king spoke in his formal voice. “Bring her to court in three weeks. We will see if she can lift a rock that four of our strongest guardsmen cannot lift together. Then we may choose to allow your apprentice.”
Preem recognized the king was dismissing him. “Sire.” He bowed before stepping back. Turning, he strode confidently from the Throne Room. Somehow, he had earned a second chance to get Brodia approved as his apprentice. Now he realized that he had come to the court unprepared and nearly paid the heavy price for his mistake. He guessed it would take Brodia six weeks to acquire the strength to lift so large a rock as would please the king. Maybe the king would give him more time.
He returned to the gate where he found her practicing her gripping-fist. Together they marched down the hill. “Tomorrow, we continue our search for a new novice. Tonight, we practice. King Attim intends to examine your abilities. We will concentrate your training on lifting large things to impress the king. The weapons will have to wait until after your royal demonstration.”
“Yes, Zenii.”
Near the western gate, he selected the ”King’s Gift” tavern with its shingle depicting an elderly king presenting a gilded bearskin to an ambassador. The innkeeper gave him the room he usually stayed in. The room’s door had a golden crown painted on it. They would sleep here during their time in Kefnu. He didn’t tell her what the king’s test would be; he didn’t want to intimidate her.
[image: image-placeholder]Preem stood at the edge of Frankum Market as Brodia wandered away to the opposite side. Around him were the stalls selling clothes or leather. He glanced at the closest leather goods stall that sold horse tackle. The people passing by gave him deep bows with curious stares. He was too conspicuous with his hat and mastyon, so he left them with a young, pretty woman tending the closest blue stall. For a second, he feared the young woman would faint as she took his mastyon. He carried the two spare d’decs in his pocket, so there was no diminishment of his powers.
He meandered around the market, creating intricate patterns with his waves. He wasn’t concerned with what his waves did; his full attention was on the teenagers milling around in the market. Did any show  signs of dizziness to his magic?
He strolled around, ignoring the older people as they moved through the stalls. For a hand, he manipulated the waves; for a hand, he was disappointed. He met Brodia near the center of the market. Her look of disappointment answered his unasked question. “I’ll keep trying for a week,” he said as they strolled back to the blue stall to retrieve his hat and mastyon. “If we find no one by then, I’ll arrange some apprentice meetings.”
On the fourth day of searching in Kefnu, he and Brodia split up in Jalian market, near the South Gate. Soon after, she rushed up to him. The broad grin on her face gave him renewed hope. She told him about a boy at a black stall with his arm in a sling that could be a candidate. Preem told her to wait in their room. He hurried off to test the boy, excitement bubbling in his chest.
He picked out a short blond-haired boy at a black stall selling leather goods. The boy had tied his left arm in a sling across his chest. The boy appeared to be around fifteen, just old enough. Beside the boy, Preem saw a little girl with the same golden hair. Still disguised as a normal man, Preem stood to one side of the black stall. When the boy’s attention was elsewhere, Preem formed a fist. The boy’s face changed as he placed his hand on the booth to steady himself. The boy’s head turned, searching through the people. Finally, the boy gazed directly at Preem. He smiled while the boy’s brow furrowed in surprise.
Without warning, Preem threw a fist right up to the boy’s face but did not touch him. That involuntary flash of nausea was enough to convince Preem. He returned to retrieve his wizard’s clothes from the lady behind the green stall selling root vegetables.
A minute later, he stood in front of the black stall, examining the goods. The boy, who was as tall as his father, watched him studiously while the little girl pointed at Preem, as if remembering him from a schoolbook drawing. The leatherwork was meticulous, and the leather used was adequate. He turned over a leather strap to check the grain with his fingernail.
“I see you know your leather, Wizard Preem,” the man behind the stall said. “Can I interest you in anything we have?” the man asked with a trace of nervousness in his voice.
Preem looked at the man whose eyebrows pulled together in a nervous frown. Glancing at the boy, Preem only saw curiosity in his face. “I’m searching for a novice. Your boy may have the ability to do magic.”
“My son?” The father reached for his disabled boy as if to protect him. Preem nodded, giving the father some time to accept his words. “His arm hasn’t worked since he was old enough to walk. How can he be a novice?”
“He won’t need it,” Preem said. “His magic will replace any deformity he has. I require determination, not strength. With that arm, he must have plenty of the fortitude I seek.” Preem glanced at the boy’s blue eyes. He saw the faint sparkle in them as he listened to the conversation. “You have the potential. You will be a novice, so I can train and test you,” Preem said to the boy. “If you can do magic, then you’ll become an apprentice, then you’ll never miss that arm again.”
“He’s my only son,” the father said. He hadn’t let go of his son from the moment Preem said he was looking for a novice.
Preem wondered if his own father had struggled when Sarn picked him to be a novice. He remembered that the old wizard gave his Pa no time to think about losing his only son. It was always this way. “Everyone must support the kingdom. It’s a great honor to be selected. I will pay ten silver crowns so that I can test him. If he does indeed have the ability, you will be well supported.”
“Yes, Wizard Preem,” the father managed to say. “It’s all so sudden. My wife will kill me if she doesn’t have a chance to say goodbye.”
Preem assured the father that they wouldn’t leave Kefnu for some weeks and he would see his son before they left. Preem held out the ten crowns. After a brief hesitation, the father took the coins. The little girl asked if she could go too, but Preem said no. 
“Should I go to pack some clothes?” the boy asked. Preem liked the firmness of his voice.
“We travel light, young man. You will need only the clothes on your back plus a blanket to sleep in.”
The heavy-set father gave his son a brief hug, “Make us proud, Roon.”
“Yes, Pa.” The blond boy, Roon, stepped cautiously around the stall. He spoke to his sister, “Be a good girl, Azaly. I’ll be back to play with you soon.” Azaly looked ready to burst into tears.
“Come with me, don’t dawdle,” Preem said. He marched off toward the West Gate, tapping out a fast rhythm with his mastyon. He didn’t look back once but could sense the boy’s presence following him as he dodged through the milling shoppers.
Back in the Gold Crown room above the King’s Gift, Preem introduced Brodia to Roon before washing his face. He overheard them murmuring. Roon couldn’t believe what had happened, so Brodia reassured him that it was always this sudden. Then she warned him that he would face a tough life on the road, but it would all be worth it when he began mastering the magic.
Preem turned, drying his face and hands. “Apprentice Brodia will get you started.”
The boy stood, nervously hugging his useless arm. “Yes, sir.”
“Preem in private, Wizard Preem in public.”
Roon glanced toward Brodia, who whispered something into his ear. “Yes ... Preem,” Roon said shyly.
“I must go out now. Brodia will tell you what your duties are.” Preem stepped to the door before turning back to add. “Work hard, novice Roon, and you’ll be a wizard one day. What’s more, no other kid will make fun of your left arm again.”
“How did you know they made fun of me?” the young boy blurted out.
“I know children can be cruel. As they were to me when I was your age,” Preem said. “Now, attend to Brodia until I return.” Preem had seen how his own strength and understanding had grown while teaching Brodia. With luck, the same would happen to her if she taught Roon.
Preem went to the West Gate to climb to the top of the barbican. Staring out through the ramparts, he gripped the bottom of his mastyon, holding it out at arm’s length. He used its power to search north toward Harpin. He scanned for any disturbance in the waves, for any sign of another d’dec. By now, he could reach fifty leagues, halfway to the border with Harpin, but he couldn’t find the enemy wizard’s stone.
Disappointed, he rested his hand on the nearby crenel to contemplate his next move. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was blind in a world of sight.
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thirty-seven
Teacher


Brodia sat with Roon on the wooden floor of the Gold Crown room late in the afternoon of her first day with him. Preem had asked her to start working with Roon. So, she took him through those same early steps she had undergone with Preem. However, her early time with Preem had a tinge of mystery. Then, she was more concerned about staying alive with a man known as a brutal killer.  
“Do you play nanuj?” Brodia asked Roon.
“Yes.” Roon squeaked, still unsure of himself.
Brodia set up Preem’s traveling board and placed the pieces. She let Roon have the red pieces smiling at him to try to get him to relax. After his first move, she gripping-fisted a standard response. Roon’s face paled as his eyes widened.
“You feel dizzy?” she asked. “You must adjust to it; in time, its effects will lessen. I found clenching my fists helped a little.” Throughout the game, she magic’d her pieces around the board. Soon Roon adjusted to the strange sensation.
“I thought wizards had to do magic with both their hands,” he said as he moved a piece to block her attack. She saw that it wouldn’t be enough to avoid losing a nobleman piece and having his position weakened beyond repair.
“You mean like this?” Brodia held her wand in her left hand. Making a pinching gesture with thumb and forefinger, she moved a piece on the board to seal the fate of his nobleman. “We only do that to entertain the crowds,” she said with a light chuckle.
“Oh, that’s good.” He sounded relieved.
And then she guessed why. “This must seem overwhelming. This morning you were helping your father with his market stall. This afternoon you are learning to be a novice to a grand wizard,” she said. Roon nodded. “Plus, you have one arm that doesn’t work.” Again he nodded, hanging his head. It was easy to guess this was his biggest fear. “Zenii likes to say that being a wizard doesn’t require arm-strength, though it does require tenacity and endurance. The one you already have, the other we will build in you.” Roon lifted his head and smiled, though she still saw much doubt in his smile.
Roon studied the board, realizing he would lose his nobleman, followed by his red wizard soon after. He resigned. Though he lost the game of nanuj, Brodia estimated his play equal to Elder Tebin’s, not bad in a fifteen-year-old. As she reset the pieces, she asked, “You play well for your age. Did your father teach you?”
“At first, but I kept beating my Pa,” Roon said, the squeak gone from his voice. “So, he sent me to someone who taught me advanced plays. It was good at first, but the teacher would scold me when I tried new ideas. I think he didn’t like me too much.”
As they played a second game, she talked to him about the d'dec and the d'sur. He was an attentive listener, asking many questions about the dizziness. At first, he didn’t seem to think seeing the waves was important. She told him it was everything because if he didn’t learn to see the waves, then he could never become Preem’s apprentice. When Roon asked if he should call her Zenii, she shook her head.
Roon lost the second game as well. For though she held back her attacks so he could have more time to feel her magic, she wasn’t about to let him win a game. “Has a girl ever beaten you?” she asked. Roon shook his head firmly no. “Until now,” she reminded him.
“You’re not a girl; you’re Apprentice Brodia,” Roon responded with a broad, cheeky grin. She had to laugh. “How long were you a novice?” he asked.
Roon’s question caused her to stop to think. In many ways, she was never a novice, at least not in that title. Preem had bought her to be his assistant. Yet, it was now clear to her that he was training her to be an apprentice. “More than a fortnight.”
That first night, she gave Roon her wand, tucking it into his sling and instructing him to dream about waves coming from its tip. She slept on her blanket, lying on the floor beside the bed. Roon slept on the floor at the foot of the bed; he kept moving around to get comfortable. She remembered that first night on the road with Preem. Not only had she been expecting something else, but she had also missed her bed. Now, sleeping on the floor seemed natural to her. As she drifted off to sleep, she thought about her test in front of the king. She needed a plan if the king rejected her; a place to hide so she could keep her wand.
When she went to Frankum market in the morning, Roon tagged along beside her. It was as if her brother Ipin had added some years and came back as a blond teenager. Only, she didn’t resent Roon as her shadow the way she did with Ipin.
“Do you know the merchants in this market?” she asked. “Point out the poorest.” She went on to explain how they bought their provisions. Roon listened to all that she said.
With no traveling, the trio adopted a comfortable routine. Brodia taught Roon while Preem was away in the city during the mornings. Then, Preem trained her in the afternoon while Roon marched around the city walls to toughen up.
Preem drove her relentlessly. She followed his directions; aware the Royal Court would test her soon. Each afternoon they sat outside the city walls in a quiet area, away from prying eyes. He worked on her power to lift things. Each day he moved her wand an inch further away, forcing her to relearn how to create the fists fast enough to please him. The increase in her strength amazed her; now, she could pick up a rock she’d struggle to pick up with her arms alone. But he never seemed satisfied.
After a tiring session, Preem said, “Soon, you will control the waves at five feet. That’s far enough to try splitting the fists.”
“Yes, Zenii,” she muttered. She wanted to learn weapons, not splitting a fist in two.
Smiling at her, he added, “A split fist is needed to create two fists, allowing you to make weapons for attack and defense at the same time.” She perked up at the word weapons.
“Yes, Zenii. Will you show me this split fist?”
“Not until after we have you strong enough to pass the king’s test.”
One afternoon, he didn’t take her outside the walls for training. Instead, Preem took her up the spiral staircase to the top of the West Gate’s barbican. When they arrived, he formed a broad ripple. “Watch,” he said, sending the ripple out toward the northwest. “With this, I can search for any d’decs. When my ripples pass over a d’dec, I can sense an interference in them. It’s a way to find our enemies. You can’t attack what you can’t see. Remember that, as it may save you one day.”
“Are you searching for the Western Strangler?” The thought of that bastard brought back the memories of when he overpowered her in that distant village. She felt humiliated, despite what Preem told her about fending him off. She’d be ready for him the next time.
“Him, plus the grand wizard of Harpin,” he responded. “I cannot reach the border yet, so I have found nothing thus far, but I believe the grand wizard is beyond the village of Lastin, toward Harpin City.”
“Maybe the tall apprentice isn’t in the northwest.”
“Yesterday, the king’s council reported a brutal murder that happened a fortnight ago at a farm near the border,” Preem said. She saw a sad expression come over his face as he told her, “I’m sure the weapon used to kill the young girl was a magical spear. It’s the weapon of choice for a wizard, but a Zenii should never teach it to an apprentice. At least not until they have enough experience to use it wisely. It’s been two weeks, so if the tall apprentice was traveling north, he may still be in Harpin.”
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thirty-eight
Tunnels


Late in the morning, Yarin rode through the massive gateway into the enemy’s capital city. The streets and houses looked much the same as his home city. However, he was a stranger here, his accent was wrong, plus his ignorance was a liability that could cost him his life. 
After selling his horse and saddle for ten silver crowns, he walked along the main street toward the eastern gate. This would put him as far from the Royal Palace as he could manage. He needed information, so he strolled around the area, looking for street urchins.
When he was a beggar in Harpin City, he used the brick-lined tunnels that ran under the city for shelter, as did all the street folk. They offered the best hiding places from the city militia that beat many beggars, especially one as tall and gangly as Yarin. Surely an old city like Kefnu had a similar subterranean web of tunnels.
Outside a well-kept tavern, a beggar boy sat beside the steps. Yarin dropped two eighths into his bowl. The boy looked up in surprise. “I’ve got more of that if you help me,” Yarin said.
The boy looked him up and down as if weighing his options. “Whats does ya wants then?”
“A guide,” Yarin pulled a full crown from his purse, letting the boy see the swollen shape of his purse. “A crown after you take me to the closest entrance to the tunnels.”
The boy pushed himself up, pocketing the two eighths in his begging bowl. “Comes on then.”
Yarin followed the boy, who was a head shorter and could be about sixteen. At the end of a narrow alleyway, the boy opened a door into a storeroom. Yarin pulled a lit torch from a sconce by the door as the boy led him across the room to another door. This one was locked, but not for long as the boy expertly picked the lock. On the other side, a stone platform led to a stone spiral stairway that wound its way down into utter blackness.
“Tha door at tha bottoms locks too,” the beggar said.
“Go on then,” Yarin said, indicating to the boy to go down the stairs. “You can unlock that door for me too.” Yarin guessed this was part of the boy’s plans, but before the boy could execute his plans, Yarin needed more information. On the way down, Yarin pulled out his wand before asking, “Have you heard of the Bone Crusher?”
“Yeah. Everyones has. Whats about him?”
Yarin wanted the little bitch so bad he could taste it. If she were the Crusher’s apprentice, she would be in Kefnu if the Crusher was. “Is he here in the city?”
“I’s hears he is. Ya a friend?” The boy asked this last question with a tinge of nervousness.
“No. I don’t want to run into him accidentally, if you know what I mean. Did you hear where in the city he is? And does he have an apprentice?”
“Tha West Gate,” came the response in front. “Lots of rumors abouts a kid with him. None that’s makes much sense. Can’t be no girls apprentices I’s says.”
Yarin didn’t respond, but he felt his stomach clench at the thought of finding the little bitch. At the bottom, the boy turned suddenly. A heavy wooden club had appeared from somewhere on his body. He went to bash Yarin in the head. Expecting the move, Yarin easily ducked under the wild swing and killed the boy before he could start the next attempt. “My name’s Yarin Stray,” he said over the dead body. “Beggars should never steal from beggars. The penalty is death.”
After checking through his clothes, Yarin had a long knife, a set of tools for picking locks, plus three-eighths in coins. He also had a cubbie, the leather-wrapped club that was the weapon of choice for all beggars.
Yarin picked the lock on the door into the tunnels before using a magical cocoon to lift the dead body and float it into the darkness of the tunnel. The walls were no different to Harpin City, curved and brick-lined. Yarin guessed the same builders created them both when Otanic was a province of Harpin.
Yarin chose another door at random, picked its lock, and left the dead body inside. Back at the bottom of the spiral stairway he came down, Yarin sat to ponder his next moves. It had become clear to him that his Zenii could track him. Yarin had also surmised that Zenii did this through his d’dec. Could Preem the Crusher do the same? Yarin had to assume he could; to kill the little bitch he would have to ambush her without using magic or even having his d’dec where Preem could see it. Yarin dropped his wand onto the floor behind the bottom stair.
Then he returned to the street, locking the doors behind him. He was confident that neither Zenii nor Preem could find his d’dec under that much rock. The cubbie and knife would be enough to stop any criminals from robbing him.
Yarin walked across the city, hiding the cubbie under his leather jerkin. Passing a market at the corner of North Street and West Street, he stopped to purchase some of the raggediest clothes he could find from a multi-colored stall. They would be too short on his long frame, but that didn’t matter. They would help him blend into Kefnu’s underbelly of life.
Near the West Gate, Yarin walked down an alley, trying any doors that didn’t belong to a house. The door at the end of the passage was at the bottom of five steps, allowing Yarin to hide as he picked the lock. The small storeroom had no door on the other side.
Yarin did the same in the next alley, again finding no storerooms leading to the tunnels. But the third one did. He went down to search the area in the tunnels, opening several doors until he found one with a ramp instead of spiral stairs. These usually lead to a tavern’s cellar, the ramp being useful for rolling smuggled barrels up.
Back in the daylight, Yarin offered a beggar an eighth for the tavern’s name where the Bone Crusher was staying, saying he wanted to avoid it. The beggar told him that Preem was at the King’s Gift. 
Things had gone very well so far for him. He booked a room in another tavern a few streets from the King’s Gift.
[image: image-placeholder]The next day, Yarin rose early. He hated these cool mornings, but this was when his victims should be moving about. And the hunter is a slave to his prey’s habits. He positioned himself by the West Gate, where he could see the King’s Gift. He was dressed in his poor-man clothes, leaning casually against a wall, so few people would pay him any attention.
Yarin’s patience was quickly rewarded when he saw a young woman leave through the tavern’s double doors. She was the right height with that green beret he remembered. She left with a boy carrying his left arm in a sling. Surely this wasn’t the Bone Crusher? The little bitch turned to walk along West Street, away from the gateway. Yarin pushed himself off the wall to follow them.
As he kept pace with the woman, he realized he didn’t have that urge to kill. It was the difference between hunting to eat and hunting for revenge. Yes, he would enjoy seeing her eyes die, but he knew she was no meek kitten he could stomp to death. Worse, a grand wizard protected her. He followed the pair until they stopped at the same market he used yesterday. A sign outside the market announced its name, Frankum Market.
Yarin needed a plan. How could he get her away from her protector? He needed a trick, a distraction maybe, or something like the bait he once used to trap rats for food. Then the obvious answer came into his mind. He turned to go back to the West Gate.
Outside the King’s Gift, he saw a young beggar girl. After paying a crown with the promise of two more, the girl agreed to help him surprise his lover in the tunnels. Yarin waited across the street, standing at the head of the alley that led to the tunnels. The sun had moved half a hand by the time the bitch returned with the one-armed boy. Yarin watched the beggar girl talk to them. Then the bitch handed a package to the boy. It was working. Yarin hurried into the tunnels at the end of the alley. He moved with a cool precision now that he had his prey almost cornered.
In the tunnels, he waited around the corner where he could watch the door. He placed his lit torch well beyond the door she would come through, expecting her to turn that way and away from his hiding spot. A minute or two passed, the only sound was his heart trying to leave his chest. Then he heard the rusty high-pitched squeak of the door. He peeked around the corner. She was stepping through the doorway.
“Hirin, are you here?” she asked as she turned to walk toward the torch. Yarin slipped around the corner, creeping up to her silhouette in the torchlight. A calm came over him as he had her trapped. It really was too easy; then he remembered the stool striking his head. He eased along the tunnel wall.
A few feet from the doorway, he saw it open. Yarin pressed himself back into the vertical curve of the tunnel wall. A short man came through the door carrying a long staff. No arm in a sling; this man was the Bone Crusher. Yarin could feel the magic streaming from his head. The man turned to face the bitch. Yarin took the chance to creep back down the tunnel to lose himself in the blackness.
After slipping back around the corner, Yarin heard them speaking. The man asked her why she came into the tunnels.
“A girl told me Hirin was waiting to see me, Zenii.” Yarin waited. Would the grand wizard leave her down here? Hope still clung to his heart.
“I don’t see or hear him,” Wizard Preem replied. Then Yarin sensed a surge of magic as the d’sur from the wizard’s mastyon streamed along the tunnel. Instinctively, Yarin ducked out of sight and out of the path of those waves. “And I don’t sense anyone else in this tunnel. Come Squirrel, let’s go back.”
Yarin didn’t move or even breathe as he listened to them shuffle out of the tunnel. Finally, he could take a breath. A profound disappointment infused Yarin’s being. Her Zenii was too attentive. He needed to get her further away, beyond her master’s ability to find or save her.
As he sat in the black of the tunnel, Yarin sloughed off his frustration. The hardest challenges were always the most satisfying to solve. Next time he’d win. Only, next time he wouldn’t just strangle her. No, he had a much better idea of how to kill her slowly.
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thirty-nine
My Silandra  


Brodia sat next to Zenii on the bed. After two weeks of training, Preem had sent Roon to visit his father for the afternoon. So, Brodia received that day’s training session in their room at the  King’s Gift. However, Zenii was more interested in talking about other matters. He asked her about expecting to meet Hirin in the tunnels yesterday. She told him that a beggar girl had told her he was waiting for her in the tunnels, but it was a ruse to rob her. 
She didn’t add that she learned something useful after discovering a place where she could hide if the king rejected her.
“How did the girl know your friend’s name?” he asked.
She blamed herself entirely for the situation and would prefer that Zenii not nag her about it. Trying to end the conversation, she admitted her mistake. “Fool that I was, it was me who mentioned his name. The girl only confirmed it.” Then she tried to turn the conversation around by asking, “How did you get there so quickly? I had barely entered the tunnels when you arrived, were you spying on me?”
“When Roon returned alone I was suspicious. The city can be a dangerous place for those that aren’t familiar with its many traps.” He paused before twisting the pressure back to her. “What would you have talked to Hirin about?” 
She sensed Preem was uncomfortable with the question, as was she. She had to take a moment to examine her feelings about meeting Hirin again.
“He wanted to marry me, but I didn’t. I would have told him I was happy with my choice to be a wizard’s apprentice.” Preem rested his hand on her knee, making her heart skip a beat. When she reached and tentatively placed her hand on top, he didn’t move his hand away. 
Her happiness swirled up. “Do you like me?” she whispered, leaning her head onto his shoulder. “I mean, really like me?”
“Ohh.” Preem took his hand from her knee. Just as she regretted her words, she felt his arm reach around her shoulder to hold her gently. “Brodia, my Silandra, I like you in ways a wizard should never like his apprentice.”
Brodia’s heart caught. He’d called her his Silandra, the girl from the legends. A love story for the ages between a village maiden and the crown prince. Then she remembered that the king had forbidden Silandra’s love in the stories. She had died, having never consummated her feelings. “But you will not marry me!?”
“I have time for only one master,” he whispered cryptically. She waited for some further explanation, but none came. She wondered who was his one master. Was it Sarn the Sage or King Attim? Or worse, was it some other woman?
After a few moments, he reached inside his jerkin to unclip something. A second later, he held a red and blue serpentine brooch. It was a salamander, the age-old symbol of Silandra’s love. “I want you to have this. It was a present given to me many years ago by a twelve-year-old girl who was infatuated by an apprentice wizard.”
She took the brooch; its color came from red and blue gemstones encrusting it. No doubt they were fake, but that didn’t matter. He had given it to her, so that’s all that mattered. They stayed together on the bed, holding each other. Sitting with him, she realized how comfortable she was in his company and how much she wanted him. If only she could understand the mixed signals he kept giving.
It was Preem who broke the silence, asking about Roon’s progress.
“He walks briskly around the city now, completing a circuit in three hands,” she said. “That must be more than three leagues in total, so he does better than a league in a hand over uneven ground.”
“Yes, he is getting strong. You are doing a good job of teaching him.” She saw their role with Roon as parents. It brought them closer. She realized that she no longer thought much about her father. “Do you think Roon is ready to see the d’sur?” he asked.
“How did you know I was ready?” she asked in return, leaving her head resting on his shoulder.
Zenii didn’t reply for a while. She had learned to give him time to gather his thoughts as the man was a meticulous thinker. “I reached a point where I was convinced you could see the d’sur if the terror of imminent death pressured you,” he said at last. “You didn’t feel the dizziness any longer, and your endurance was as strong as mine. Still, the biggest sign was seeing those waves in the dust.”
“Do you remember what happened before Sarn tested you?”
“I remember telling Zenii that I could see the waves from his mastyon in the smoke of the fire.” Preem paused as he recalled a time many years ago. “We went into the Barrens soon after that.”
She lifted her head. “He’s ready, Zenii. He can already see the d’sur in the smoke of the fireplace.”
Preem squeezed her shoulder. “Good, in a few days we’ll find out if he will be our new apprentice.”
Brodia smiled to herself; he had said our apprentice. “Do we go to the Barrens?” She thought about the Novice Cliff; she would never have the courage to throw Roon off that ledge. “Would you have pushed me off if I hadn’t seen the waves already?”
“It would have torn me in two. But as a Defender, I would have done it.” Once more, Preem paused before continuing. “Squirrel, we don’t do what we do for our pleasure. As Defenders, we must do things we hate.”
Together they laid out a plan. Soon Roon would visit the King’s Keep.
[image: image-placeholder]Three days later, Brodia strolled around the Royal Gardens with Roon. It was her first time here, and Preem was their informative guide. He pointed out various sights, including the famous king’s balcony. However, she didn’t care a dead frog for the scenery. All she thought about was being rejected as an apprentice and what she had to do today. This morning she almost snapped Zenii’s head off when he asked if she wanted a drink of water.
“Wizards have existed in Otanic for hundreds of years,” Preem told Roon as they looked over the parapet toward the farmlands east of the city. “Even I do not know how far back it goes. Yet every novice has been tested to see the waves coming from the d’dec. Until he can, he cannot learn to control them.”
“I have seen them in the smoke of a fire,” Roon said enthusiastically.
“Brodia has told me as much. But you must see them at all times, and terror is a wonderful medicine for seeing them for the first time.” Zenii nodded to Brodia to take over the lecture, but she ignored him. So, he continued, “We have a tradition with any new novice,” he said. “We go to the top of the West Tower to count some stones.”
She was surprised that he could lie so calmly. Was this true for everything he promised her? Were his words about Silandra lies too? Her world began to swirl in confusion again. Only her love for Roon and determination to convert him into an apprentice kept her mind focused. Finally, she joined in the speech for Roon. “I will lower you over the edge while you count the stones. The fear will help you see the waves.”
Brodia wanted to glance at Preem to see his assurance that all would go well. Yet she couldn’t. So she looked away, setting her jaw and deliberately avoiding eye contact. She followed Preem as he led them to the entrance to the western tower. Outside the door, they separated.
“I have to attend the king’s court, so I’ll leave the two of you to do this alone,” Preem said. “Do as Brodia tells you, master Roon. Do not hesitate.” The grand wizard strode off toward the throne room doors.
She took Roon through the small door on the side of the massive, green-tinted tower. Inside was a narrow stone spiral staircase. She began the long climb, glancing through arrow-slit openings to look across the river into the farmlands. Each complete rotation had a small landing with a heavy wooden door guarding the room on that floor. Altogether, she passed seventeen of these landings before reaching the top with Roon.
The West Tower sat on the edge of the tall bluffs overlooking the Otan river. One side of the tower had a thousand-foot drop to the river and rocks below. The wind blew with enough force to beat her ribbons around her head, threatening to blind her. In the end, she had to remove her beret or risk losing it forever. She unwound a length of one-inch-thick rope coiled around her body.
“You will use this rope to lower yourself and count the dark-green stones around the top window.” Brodia tied the rope around a crenel above the drop. Roon looked frightened as he leaned through the crenels to gaze down the tower’s vertical wall.
“Are you sure?” he asked, the squeak coming back into his voice. “My arm?”
“Be careful. I can’t catch you as Preem can,” she snapped, ignoring his concerns. She felt her stomach tighten as a flood of guilt swept through her. She prepared the young boy. What she was about to do wasn’t motherly. Suddenly she thought of her distrust of men before she became Preem’s apprentice. Roon would never trust her again after today. It saddened her.
Gritting her teeth, she tied a loop around Roon’s chest before helping him step on top of the ramparts. “Use your good hand to hold onto the rope, and I’ll lower you down the wall to the window. Remember, only count the dark green stones.”
“I’m afraid,” he admitted, looking toward the rocks far below.
“Novices don’t show their fear,” she replied harshly. Nor do apprentices who are about to do a horrible thing. She remembered a calm Zenii, who sat cross-legged at the top of the rock as the wolves circled and began to climb toward her. He lied to her that day after promising he would never lie again.
“I’m sorry,” he whimpered.
“Don’t apologize; just do better next time.” She repeated the words she’d heard so many times in the past two months. Roon was on his knees, holding onto one crenel with his good hand. “Turn around to go down facing the wall,” she said, grabbing hold of the rope. “I’ll make certain nothing happens to you.”
Roon readied himself. With one last glance, he got on his stomach to ease himself over the edge. She watched from above as she lowered him hand-over-hand until the rope was taut. When he was hanging in the loop at the end, she called down, “How many dark-green stones do you see?”
She heard his squeaky voice calling out, “One, two, three.” Then a moment of silence. “I don’t see any waves,” he called up.
“You will; just count louder,” she said. She cried silent tears as she untied the end of the rope looped around the crenel.
“Four ... Brodia?” he called out as the rope jiggled, then he was gone. Dropping like a rock tossed into a deep well. She was too afraid and guilt-ridden to lean out to watch.
His scream tore her heart as it dwindled. Roon plummeted toward the rocks far below. She waited, hardly daring to breathe in the silence while the wind tugged at her clothes.
A thankful Brodia laughed when a bedraggled Roon floated back over the ramparts. He came to rest in front of her. Soon after, Preem floated up from his hiding place among the rocks at the bluff’s base.
“I saw them,” Roon yelled in delight, jumping around the top of the tower. “I saw the waves surrounding me, carrying me!”
Brodia's tears flowed unchecked as she said, “Terror is a wonderful distraction, they say.” She wanted to sit on the floor but kept her body quiet as she waited for Zenii to make things official. 
Preem lowered himself to the floor. “Now, you’ll call me Zenii,” he said formally.
Relieved, she gave the beaming boy a brief hug. She couldn’t release the guilt at what she’d done, so she softly said, “Now I know how a mother bird feels. We’ll go together to make your new wand.” She patted down his wild blond locks and untied the rope around his chest.
Preem held out the two d’decs in the palm of his hand. “Pick one, master Roon.”
“I’m an apprentice?” he asked, his voice still raspy but incredulous.
“Yes,” she said. “Now, pick your d’dec, and join us as a Defender of Vosj.”
As she walked down the tower’s stairs with Roon skipping along beside her, Brodia thought about her own test. She would welcome the king’s test if it only involved dropping from a tower, but she knew it would be more challenging. The king would test her to see if she was worthy of living, for losing her magic would be worse than death.
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forty
For Young Girls 


Relaxing in a chair, Preem watched and admired Brodia’s unlimited patience as she taught Roon. For a week, she showed Roon mental exercises to improve his control of the waves. Now he was close to success. Still, doubts plagued him after seeing Brodia’s hostile side last week. She’d been snappish, ignoring all his efforts even to catch her eye. It reminded him that he could only have one master. He was the teacher and she the pupil. He decided to give her more room while trying to suppress his feelings for her. 
As that teacher, he watched while both apprentices sat cross-legged on the floor, facing each other. Roon was compressing the d’sur streaming from his wand six inches from his head. Preem saw the waves get more robust as she whispered encouragement to Roon. Soon! he thought, breathing softly, so he didn’t disturb Roon’s concentration. The pebble in front of Roon was rocking from the pressure. Then it happened. The smooth stone slid a few inches toward Brodia.
“You did it, Squirt!” Brodia said.
Roon had a massive grin on his face. “Zenii, did you see that?”
“Yes, master Roon.” Preem was so proud of his new student. Moving a stone was the critical moment when an apprentice knew they had power. For Roon, it also meant that his left arm would never again be a hindrance. War was coming, that was certain, and his team was now in place. It wasn’t strong enough, but hard work would resolve that. Plus, some radical changes in wizarding protocols.
As Roon continued to practice sliding a stone across the floor, a sharp tap came on the door to their room. Preem nodded to Brodia, who jumped up to answer the door. It was a young man dressed in the dark-green uniform of a Royal Messenger. He bowed and handed a parchment letter to her without saying a word. He left, not waiting for a reply.
She closed the door before turning over the parchment. “Crossed keys, under a crown.”
“The Chamberlain. He manages the Palace plus the king’s appointments.” She stepped over to hand the off-white missive to him. On the front, scrawled neatly, were the words, ‘Grand Wizard Preem’. Turning it over, he gently lifted the seal to ensure no one had tampered with it. The note inside was short and specific. 
King Attim the Second, to our friend Grand Wizard Preem, do send this message: 
We command the presence of the Grand Wizard and his first apprentice at the Royal Court tomorrow for the purpose of proving the worthiness of this apprentice to defend the Fourth Kingdom against all its enemies known or unknown.
It was the summons he was waiting for and the one he dreaded. The king had given him the three weeks he promised, not a day longer. He forced down his doubts; Brodia was strong, that he didn’t doubt. But she wasn’t strong enough yet to lift a rock of the size the king had suggested. The bigger question was, is she strong enough to overcome the king’s reluctance to accept a female wizard? This was an unknown he couldn’t measure. However, the king had not cut short her three weeks for preparation. Preem hoped that meant King Attim would be fair. Or maybe that meant he didn’t want there to be any excuses if he failed Brodia. The possibilities were eating him from the inside out.
Forcing himself to calm his concerns, he folded the letter to slip it into his coat pocket, not revealing its contents for now.
Later, as he sat with Brodia and Roon after their evening meal, Preem broke the news to Brodia. “King Attim has requested your presence at his Court tomorrow.”
“The king!” Brodia said. Her voice revealed her trepidation.
“That’s wonderful,” Roon said. “I’ve only seen the king from a distance. What’s it like at Court?”
“Does he want to see my magic?” Brodia asked before Preem could answer Roon.
“Yes, he’ll expect a demonstration. You must show him your lifting-hand and gripping-fist. These techniques always show well with an audience.” Puzzled, he watched a war play across her face as her fear changed to uncertainty. “You must lift the largest thing you can manage safely.”
“I’m not ready!” she said, picking at her jerkin and shaking her head dejectedly. “My hair, my clothes, I’m not ready!”
She was his apprentice, so she looked fine. “You look good to me.” His words had no effect. As Brodia hung her head, Preem turned his attention to Roon. “While we’re at Court, you’re to stay behind in the room to practice.”
“Yes, Zenii,” the boy replied with a deep sigh.
Preem placed his hand on Roon’s shoulder. “You’ll see the king soon enough, master Roon.” Brodia got up and began pacing the room, muttering to herself. Preem would give her some time to prepare herself mentally for tomorrow’s demonstration.
[image: image-placeholder]Early the following day, Preem relaxed in the room while Brodia took Roon to the market. They returned with food plus a sizeable light-yellow package under Brodia’s arm. She ushered Preem and Roon out of the room. He suspected something was in that package. Roon shrugged his shoulders, saying she’d bought it while he was purchasing some cheese. Preem assumed the package contained something to help with the demonstration this afternoon, but he couldn’t guess what it could be.
After a while, Brodia opened the door. “What do you think?” she asked as Preem entered. “I can wear this to the Royal Court today.”
Preem saw an attractive young woman in a blue and cream-yellow dress. Her feet were invisible as she did a twirl showing how the dress swayed. “You look wonderful,” Preem said, amazed at the transformation. Roon nodded his agreement. Preem was mesmerized as he watched her move about the room, making the dress sway with her hips. And was that perfume he smelled? It threatened to undermine his resolve to distance himself.
“Now, I don’t look like a farmgirl,” she said as she swished the sides of the dress with her hands.
“Indeed,” he said. Then he asked Roon to go to the bar to bring him some bread and a hard-boiled egg. The boy turned to rush off. “Take your time, master Roon.”
Brodia had stopped moving and was just staring at him now that they were alone. “I like the way you look, Squirrel.” Preem took a deep breath before continuing. “However, you don’t look like a wizard’s apprentice, but that’s what the king expects to see as you prove your magic skills.” He fought and failed to keep the exasperation out of his voice. “The king is not expecting such a pretty woman.” 
“He still doesn’t know I’m a girl? Well, I’ll show him.” 
Preem recognized that stubborn twinkle in her eyes. “He knows you’re a woman --”
“I’m not a woman,” she snapped back. “I’m not married.”
“You’re my apprentice and a Defender of Vosj.” Preem snapped back and felt his face heating up. He knew he had to pick his words with care. After a deep calming breath, he continued, “The king knows you’re a girl and has agreed to waive his rule for now. You should not flaunt his decision in front of the Court.”
“I like the dress. I want to look like a woman today,” she said, tugging hard on her ear. “I hate the way the other women talk about me.”
“You have something no other woman has,” he said. “You can be the hero for all women. Plus, I like the dress too.” She stopped tugging on her ear as she stood with her hands on her hips. “You can wear the dress when we attend a Royal Ball,” he said with a smile. For a second, he imagined them dancing together, even though he was a terrible dancer. Preem pushed the image from his mind, remembering his resolve. Finally, he added, “But you can’t wear it when you must appear as the strong apprentice of a grand wizard.”
“Yes, Zenii,” she said, a reluctant tone still in her voice.
“Brodia, King Attim has not yet agreed to you being my apprentice. He wants to see how strong you are first.” 
She nodded; he saw the understanding reach her face. “Yes, Zenii,” she said firmly. She waved him back out of the room.
Roon came back with a plate with a boiled egg plus some bread as he waited outside. Preem ate the egg though he wasn’t in the least bit hungry. Somehow, he had to get through today with his team intact. He didn’t expect it to be easy, based on things so far.
[image: image-placeholder]That afternoon, Preem strode down the Abbey’s nave in the Palace, past the linen-covered tables with gold candlesticks. Though he’d been here many times, this was different. Today his plans lay balanced on the sword tip of the king’s whim. Brodia hadn’t reached the king’s unrealistic target of lifting a stone too heavy for four guardsmen to lift. Nervous energy infused him as he stole a brief peek at Brodia, striding along beside him. Her straight-ahead stare and thin smile worried him.
“You’ll be fine,” he whispered. “You’ll do us proud.”
“I’m not only here for us, Zenii.”
“Today, you’ll be the hero of all the women.” He glanced at her again, but she continued to stare straight ahead.
Then she surprised him with her next words. “You said I could be the hero for all women. But not today. Today I’m here for all the young girls who dreamed of adventure one day. And I’m here for all the girls who’ll come after with similar dreams. I pray to Amira that on this day, I’m good enough for them all.”
Preem’s resolve evaporated as he realized just how much he loved her.
By three hands after midday, Preem stood with Brodia in the receiving line as the king’s procession entered the throne room. This time, Brodia stood beside him in her green doublet, dark-brown pants, and tan-colored jerkin. She was wearing her hair long under her ever-present pear-green beret with two ribbons.
Preem watched as the royal entourage made its way toward the throne on the raised dais. The king looked resplendent in his dark blue coat with ample gold trim and brocaded lilies. Walking behind the king was a stunningly beautiful woman dressed in an orange and cream dress. He marveled at how well Princess Foliana had blossomed in these last two years. The princess wore a tiara in her blond hair and smiled at him as she approached. He saw her frown when she glanced at Brodia.
Once King Attim settled on his throne, the chancellor opened the court. Then the king spoke. “Wizard Preem, present your apprentice to us.”
Preem stepped forward to bow. He heard a buzzing sweep around the throne room when Brodia curtsied to the king.
“So, this is your apprentice?” King Attim said. “What is her name?”
“Brodia, sire.”
The king spoke directly to Brodia,  “Apprentice Brodia, we would like to see you do some magic.” A tingling swept up and down Preem’s spine. If the king refused his apprentice, he’d have to train her secretly.
She looked at him, so he gave the slightest affirmative nod. Stepping forward, she pulled out her wand before glancing back as if to say, “What should I do?”
“Do you still have the stones from the valley,” he whispered. “Move one of them around.”
She reached into her left pocket to pull out one of the four smooth stones from the mirror lake. She stared at the strawberry-sized stone. Then she dropped it on the floor. The loud rap sounded unnatural against the silence that had descended on the Court.
Grand Wizard Preem watched as his protege formed a small gripping-fist to lift the stone into the air. Using swirling motions with her free hand, Brodia made it pass around her head a few times as gasps came from the court’s nobles. They had never seen a woman do magic before. Even Princess Foliana had her mouth open as she stared at the stone orbiting Brodia’s head.
“Is that it?” King Attim broke through the buzz. “Can she move something bigger?” 
“Yes, sire,” Preem said. He gazed around the room. “I see nothing else that would be appropriate, sire. Maybe outside in the garden.”
After a curt signal from the king, the chancellor banged his staff. “Court is adjourned for the day. Wizard Preem will remain with his apprentice.”
As the dignitaries left, Preem watched her casually move the stone to drop it into her left pocket. The king swept toward the stained-glass double doors that footmen opened in front of him. Through the open doors, Preem saw the bright sunlight and greenery of the royal gardens.
They followed behind the king, his daughter, and the black-and-white-clad members of his privy council. The King strolled to his favored ornate bench, carved in the likeness of a dragon. He lounged back while everyone else remained standing.
Once outside, Preem searched for something bigger within Brodia’s lift abilities. To one side, he saw a good-sized boulder beside a much bigger boulder. He pointed toward the boulders whispering, “Can you lift that one?” She glanced at him, shaking her head with a shocked expression. “Not the big one,” he corrected, “the smaller one should be enough to impress the king.” Brodia nodded.
When Preem stepped back to give Brodia room, Princess Foliana came up to him. Ignoring the princess, he announced that Brodia would lift the smaller boulder. He guessed that this boulder would be too heavy for even the heftiest guardsman to lift by themselves, though two guardsmen should be capable of lifting it. Hopefully, it was big enough to appease the king, though he didn’t seem impressed with the choice. Brodia took her position near the boulder.
Then, loud enough for Brodia and the nearby people to hear, Foliana commented to Preem. “So, this is your new apprentice. Not much to look at, is she?”
“She is here because of her ability,” he whispered back, wishing she would go away and stop interfering with the demonstration. He carefully watched Brodia lift the midsized boulder; he was pleased with how she kept it steady in the air. 
“It doesn’t seem that heavy,” King Attim said.
“Yes, sire.” Preem’s frustration grew. He stole a glance at the princess, who still stood near him, looking at Brodia with marked indifference. He tried to think of something that would send her away without insulting her, but nothing came to his mind.
“I think she gets too much sun, and I don’t think she’s bathed recently,” the Princess said dismissively. “Wherever did you find her?”
His anger swelled at her insults at the woman he loved. “She’s the daughter of a poor farmer. An honest and hard-working farmer, Your Highness.” He kept his voice low, not wanting to distract Brodia. He watched as she released the smaller boulder. Horrified, he saw her select the much bigger boulder. What is she doing? It is too big. He wanted to tell her not to listen to the king’s disappointment, but the princess would overhear. Brodia lifted it anyway in an explosion of power, compressing her d’sur more than he’d ever seen before. Even he had to catch his breath.
“That’s better!” the King said, clapping his hands.
“She has the demonstration under control,” Foliana said. “Why don’t we leave her to it? Let’s go for a walk, I want to catch up on all your news.”
The suggestion was ridiculous, but as usual, he found himself struggling to prevent the princess from pulling him away from his duty. “If the king allows it,” Preem said, certain the king would want to keep him beside his apprentice.
“Your Majesty!” the Princess called out. “Can I take Wizard Preem for a stroll through your magnificent gardens?”
“Of course, dear.”
Foliana had trapped him. She set off down the path, away from the small group ogling Brodia as she lifted the large boulder.  Obliged to follow, he tried to signal Brodia to attend to the king’s commands. However, the wobbling boulder commanded her attention. He dared not interfere as she fought to keep it steady. So, he followed the king’s petulant daughter.
Once he caught up to Foliana, she hooked his arm to lead him around the corner and out of sight of the royal party. “Tell me everything that’s happened in the last two years.”
“Princess, though I am pleased to see you, I am here to see my apprentice’s demonstration,” he said. “You must let me go back.”
“Call me Foliana; we’re alone here,” she said, not releasing him from her arm. “I’ve never seen a woman lift a rock like that, but she isn’t a wizard, is she?” Foliana mused as she turned to lead him across the grass to where they could look over the parapet at the lower gardens, plus the farmlands across the river. “She’s just a farmgirl. Aren’t you always telling me that you only have time for one master?” She stopped to rest her hands on the parapet. “It seems to me that your one master is that farmgirl.”
He felt uncomfortable around the princess, as he felt uncomfortable around all women. All women except for Brodia. “She’s my apprentice. Nothing else.”
“You can’t lie to me, Wizard Preem. You never could.” She gazed over the land bathed in sunshine. Preem wondered how Brodia’s demonstration was going. That enormous boulder must have impressed the king. “You’re in love with her.” The princess’s voice had a hint of anger. He turned to look at her. “A farmgirl has stolen the heart of Otanic’s grand wizard. A damn farmgirl who wears a silly green beret.” She turned her gaze to glance at him. “I would have thought that you could find time for a woman. A real woman, I mean.” She glanced back as if indicating Brodia, though they were out of sight of the royal party. “Years ago, we had fun playing in this spot. I miss those days. Surely you have time for a king’s daughter.”
Here she goes again with the same useless arguments. “My duty lies with Otanic. I no longer have time to play. I’m committed to the peaceful protection of your father and his kingdom.”
Foliana stepped away from the parapet, returning to the path. She continued to walk away from the royal party, forcing him to walk faster to catch up. “And what about the king’s daughter,” she said. “Does your protection extend to me?”
“As always, I would lay down my life to protect you, Your Highness.”
The princess ran back to the parapet overlooking the Otan River far below. She climbed the wall and called out, “You’d save me if someone threw me off the ramparts!” With that, she jumped.
Instinctively, Preem caught her in a gripping-fist before she dropped more than a foot. He swept her into the air as she squealed in delight. It was the game they played when she was a young teenager. Here was his chance to end her childish games. Instead of bringing her back, Preem flew her to the lower tier of the Royal Gardens, where he plopped her roughly onto a bench.
Free of her unwanted attention, Preem strode back toward the royal audience. Far below, he heard her indignant calls. Mentally, he prepared to explain his behavior to Foliana’s protective father.
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The Orange Lady 


Brodia formed her lifting-hand to slip it under the smaller boulder Preem indicated. She set her feet, easing up the unwieldy boulder. In the corner of her vision, she saw the pretty woman in the orangey dress and sparkling tiara approach Preem. She remembered the look that same woman, presumably the princess, gave her as she waited beside Zenii during the king’s procession through the throne room. What had she done to deserve such a glare? 
She saw the king’s reaction to the choice, but she kept her attention on the boulder, not wanting to make a mess of the demonstration. The boulder was well within her limits, but still, it wanted to wobble in the air as she fought to find the right balance. Also, she found herself fighting the blue stone inside the d’dec more than normal. She just had to get this test done quickly.
When Brodia heard the lady say something, it sounded like she was an old friend of Preem’s. Brodia lifted the boulder a foot into the air, then another foot. Resisting the temptation to sneak a glance, she wrestled with the blue stone, forcing it to obey her will. The boulder held steady two feet above the ground.
She heard the pretty lady say something nasty about her appearance. Once again, a woman was passing judgment on her looks. She fought a losing battle against the rage that blossomed in the pit of her stomach. The blue stone wriggled in her imaginary hands, making the boulder waver as she struggled to concentrate on the royal demonstration. Still, she didn’t miss that Preem gave no response in her defense. That hurt more than the woman’s words.
The lady said something else horrid about her, claiming she was an unwashed street urchin. That’s it; I’ll take no more. She dropped the boulder to listen for Preem’s response but heard none. Her anger exploded.
He must agree with the view that she was a sun-burned farmgirl and nothing more. Her eyes locked on the larger boulder near the small one. It was too big, but she didn’t care anymore. She moved her wand to arm’s length, forcing her way into the d’dec. Nothing could stop her as she rammed her lifting-hand under the large boulder. She almost screamed as she poured her ripples into the lifting-hand. She compressed the waves more and more, seizing the blue stone, giving it no chance to wriggle away. She lifted the massive boulder from the ground. I’ll show that bitch who’s the special one here! But her real anger was toward Preem for not backing her. It crushed her heart.
“That’s better!” the King said, clapping his hands.
With the beads of sweat standing on her forehead, Brodia concentrated on the boulder. It swayed from side to side as she struggled to keep it steady. She sensed, more than saw, the people moving back to give the deadly boulder more room. The effort burned away a large slice of her anger, and she felt a chill as she saw how close the boulder was to tipping over and injuring the ministers. She lowered the rock back to the ground, letting out a deep sigh of relief when she finally released her lifting-hand.
Now that it was safe to do so, she glanced to the side, only to see Preem rushing along the path after the orange bitch. She stared at Preem’s back as the woman linked her arm in his. Together, they disappeared around the corner. Preem had abandoned her. Her heart sank further.
“Excellent!” King Attim applauded. After a momentary pause, the council members followed in on the ovation, though they kept their distance from the rock just in case it began flying again.
But Brodia was confused, incensed, and more than a little lost. Zenii had betrayed her. This last fortnight had been a lie. Silandra, plus all his words, were lies. She turned back to the king. Forgetting her place, she snapped, “Anything else I can do for you, sire?”
The council members gasped, sucking in their breath, but the king was magnanimous. “No, Apprentice Brodia, that will do fine. You may leave us now.”
“Sire.” Brodia curtsied before turning to get away as quickly as possible. Nothing would ever fill the hole she felt in her soul. She stormed through the glass doors back into the throne room.
As she left the Royal Gardens, she heard the king say to the others, “See, what did we tell you about women, my lords? Too emotional by far.”
Brodia rushed the length of the Abbey’s aisle, resisting the temptation to flip over every golden candlestick decorating the tables. A small slither of her mind warned her that she was acting farmgirl foolish. She didn’t care. She was angry. But much more than that, Preem had torn her heart into pieces. She had broken her rule about trusting a man. Never again!
Deep down, she hurt so bad she couldn’t catch her breath. Clearly, the orange lady was the master her Zenii had dedicated himself to follow. All that talk about Silandra only made her feel worse. Preem had betrayed her. He made a fool of her, and she hated being made to look like a fool!
At the Keep’s gate, the king’s guardsman stepped back briskly as she ran-walked through the gate’s arch. She glared at him anyway. She hated the orange bitch, but she hated Preem more for lying to her and picking the orange lady. Brodia broke into a full-out charge down the cobblestoned street away from the scene of her betrayal. She knew she could never match the orange woman’s beauty. 
She felt ashamed and didn’t want anyone to see her on the main street. She swerved left into the side streets halfway down the hill. Not caring where she went, she snatched her green beret off her head as she ran out of control down the streets. Her black hair flowed behind while her heart pounded. She began to feel a sore rasp in her throat from the fast, shallow breathing. Still, she ran on, tears streaming down her face. All she knew was that going downhill meant she was going away from them.
She continued to run at the bottom of the incline as the narrow street turned sharply right. Up ahead, she saw a small knot of men lounging at the entrance to a dark alleyway. When the men turned to watch her, she slowed to a walk. Rubbing her arm across her face to wipe away the tears, she wasn’t about to show weakness to any fool man.
Brodia approached the group as they stepped across the street, blocking her path. Something should have warned her about the way they gazed at her, but her mind was elsewhere.
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forty-two
A Chance


Yarin watched the movements of the three magicians for over a week. The pattern was consistent; early in the afternoon, all three left through the West Gate. Usually, the one-armed boy went first, followed by the Bone Crusher with the Little Bitch. Yarin kept his distance, hiding in the shadows of an alley as the group marched out of the city. Each day they were gone for three hands of the sun’s path across the sky. 
Yarin settled into his own routine. Each evening he slipped into the tunnels near the East Gate to retrieve his wand and practice until he tired. After many failed attempts, he had given up holding the wand further away. It only made his head hurt worse.
During this time alone in Kefnu’s tunnels, he came to a decision about the enemy wizard and his bitch of an apprentice. No longer would he try to trap her. Instead, he would kidnap her, giving him time to do whatever pleased him while giving her enough time to know what was going to happen to her. Zenii and Lihan had driven into him the wizard maxim that you cannot attack what you cannot see, so he would blind her before dragging her away. All he needed was the opportunity, and this hunter could be very patient.
After a week of Preem leaving with his two apprentices through the West Gate, today was different. Today Wizard Preem left with the bitch later in the afternoon. Only the two of them strolled up the hill toward the King’s Keep. Yarin let them get well ahead before he followed. The wizard’s tall hat and mastyon were as easy to follow as a royal standard-bearer. Their pace was the other stark difference. These two always strode with a purpose, but now they ambled along as if lost in other thoughts. Today could be the chance he was waiting for. The hunter’s calm came over him as he followed them up the hill.
When they reached the King’s Keep, the guard passed them through without a hint of a question. The Palace was expecting them.
Yarin picked an alley near the gateway, leaning into its shadows to wait.
Time slowly passed while he watched the gateway. His hand slipped inside his jerkin more than once to make sure the cloth bag was still there. Then the Little Bitch surprised him when she stormed out through the gate. She was already running by the time she crossed his hiding place. He saw her face contorted in anger and tears.
Without thought, his right hand reached down to verify his cubbie was inside his Jerkin. He watched as she ran along the street. Partway down the hill, she veered into the side streets. Yarin turned to check the gateway, no sign of the Bone Crusher. At last, he had a chance. That’s all he wanted, he told himself; a chance to kill the abomination that bested him in Castin.
Yarin hurried down the hill toward the King’s Gift. He picked an alleyway close to the tavern, where he could sneak up behind the bitch when she went up the steps to the tavern. She could come one of two ways. He stared along one street, hoping to see her. Then he anxiously gazed down the other. Back and forth, he moved his attention while he waited. His hands shook as he held the cloth bag. A quick move to pull the bag over her head followed by a tap with his cubbie.  Don’t hit the bitch too hard, he kept reminding himself, I can’t have her die before I’m done with her.
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Impertinence


After leaving Foliana in the lower gardens, Preem strode back around the corner. He took a deep breath, relaxing his mind. Anger only leads to mistakes. Ahead he saw the king’s council standing around the King, who remained on the dragon bench. Searching among the nobles, he didn’t see Brodia or any floating boulders. He asked the closest counselor, “Where’s my apprentice?” 
“King Attim dismissed her.” The tall counselor turned; it was the treasury minister looking down at him. The man was prematurely bald with sunken ghoulish cheeks. The heavy golden chain of office that draped from his shoulders and across his chest was at odds with his black and white attire. “You need to teach your young apprentice some manners, Grand Wizard Preem. At least when she’s at the Royal Court.”
Preem took another deep breath, held it, then released it slowly. “What did she do?”
“She was impertinent to the king.”
His eyes watched the king relaxing on his bench as he spoke softly to the treasury minister standing beside him. “What did she say?”
“Does it matter? She was disrespectful. And she, nothing more than a farmgirl.”
Preem needed to find Brodia; something was wrong, but he had no idea what it was. He stepped before the lounging king. “Your Majesty?” Preem bowed. “I apologize for my apprentice’s impertinence. May I leave to give her some instruction?”
“We warned you, Sir Wizard,” the King said without sitting up. “Your apprentice is emotional, as are all women.”
“Indeed, sire. May I take my leave of your grace to instruct her.”
The king laughed. “We love our new grand wizard. We will need your strength against Harpin. But we fear that you are not so knowledgeable about women. Especially young women. Who here can teach their daughters to be unemotional?” Preem felt his ears beginning to burn as the ministers shook their heads as they chuckled with the king. “Come now, Wizard Preem, we have forgotten about it already.” The king waved his hand in dismissal. “She is young and headstrong, like our daughter.”
“Thank you, sire.” Trapped into remaining, he swore silently to himself.
“Tell us of your search for this tall apprentice you talked of before,” the King said, crooking his fingers to pull Preem forward.
“I have searched toward Harpin City, sire.” Still feeling embarrassed about the king’s mild rebuke, he spoke too fast. “But I have found no sign of him or the grand wizard of Harpin.”
“Do you have your own spies in Harpin City?” Preem saw the flash of anger in the king’s eyes.
“No, sire,” Preem said quickly. “I use magic to search for their wizard’s stone, sire. I cannot reach the capital itself.”
“Ahh, we see. Can he not do the same to find you?” King Attim asked.
“He is new to magic, but if he knows --” The doors to the throne room flew open.
Preem saw a flustered Princess Foliana burst into the gardens. “Father,” she called out. “I want this ... this wizard arrested!”
The king sat upright at this sudden demand. The counselors moved back to give him some room to talk to his daughter. Preem decided to step back to join them. The princess, whose hair had fallen in a tangle across her left shoulder, glared at him. Preem noticed that her tiara was missing.
“Really? What do you accuse him of doing, my dear?”
Princess Foliana pointed at Preem. “Impertinence to the Royal Family.”
“Ahh. Impertinence seems to be the crime of the day,” King Attim said lightly. “What did the good wizard do, my dear?”
“He snatched me up before throwing me to the lower gardens.”
“He threw you, dear? You do not seem to be hurt,” the King said, shifting his gaze from his daughter to the grand wizard. “Wizard Preem?”
Preem shrugged his shoulders. “She was jumping off the parapet. I had to catch her and lower her down to the bottom gardens, sire.” He wanted to laugh at the foolishness of it all. The realm was in danger as its longevity could depend on the outcome of some impulsive behavior. He sensed a sudden flash of magic in the city; it was Brodia. It wasn’t lost on Preem that impulsive behavior could be harmful, but what to do to help Brodia was a mystery.
The king contemplated his daughter as he smiled. “Playing that silly game again, Foliana. The same one you played when you were both teenagers.” The king paused before adding, “Oh yes, my dear, we knew about that game.” The princess stamped her foot and turned to leave. “We do not give you permission to go,” the King commanded. “You will remain to attend to us.”
Princess Foliana had to stand beside her father. Her eyes flashed loathing toward Preem, but she had no choice except to obey.
“You see, Sir Wizard. Some discipline goes a long way with impetuous behavior,” the King said. Foliana turned her glare on her father for just a second, then turned it back on Preem. However, Preem wasn’t interested in suppressing Brodia’s hotheadedness but rather finding a way to direct it to be helpful. Killing Brodia’s spirit would be a crime in itself. “Now, Wizard Preem,” the King continued as if the princess hadn’t interrupted. “You were saying?”
“Yes, sire. The tall apprentice is still new, so he could not have the power to find me. But the apprentice has a master wizard. If that is the same wizard that my master once fought, then he must have significant experience.”
“And you believe this enemy master wizard exists, despite our inability to find him?” The king gave a pointed glance at his chancellor. “What makes you so sure he exists?” the King asked Preem.
“The tall apprentice is learning from someone, your grace. I am most surprised that I have not been able to find him toward Lastin.”
“Then we suggest you search elsewhere. It is easy to become blinded by what you assume. We have considered sending you north to Lastin to search for any military buildup, and now we see an urgent imperative. We command you to take Minister Fenaton to Lastin to help organize our defenses while you search for any Harpin Army concentration. You may also use the time to look for the enemy wizards.”
“As you command, sire.” Preem bowed in acknowledgment, still concerned over that briefest flash of magic.
“Good. Now, we permit you to find your young apprentice,” the King said in dismissal.
“My apprentice, sire?” Preem asked, seeking the king’s full approval of Brodia. He held his breath as he said a silent prayer to Veratin, God of justice.
King Attim looked at Preem for a moment before he understood. “Ah, yes. We approve of your choice of apprentice,” the King said with a casual wave of his hand. He turned his gaze to the princess, who stood with her arms folded across her chest. “We do not envy your task of teaching such a headstrong young girl, Wizard Preem.”
Preem bowed and backed toward the doors before striding away from the royal party. As he made his way through the Abbey, he thought about what had happened. Brodia always seemed to be in the middle of trouble. He didn’t understand why things went this way. Then, he decided it was like riding a spirited horse, the ride could be challenging, but the result made it all worthwhile. Besides, he knew that breaking her mettle would be the biggest mistake he could make.
Out by the gateway, the king’s guardsman advised him that his apprentice had run away down the hill. He set off toward the tavern, curious about that lightning spark of magic he’d detected.
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forty-four
Escape


Brodia walked toward the small group of unkempt men who stared at her as she approached. She began barging her way through, even though they were all much taller and bulkier. A big body blocked her way. Without looking up, she pushed her arm against its soft belly. “Move!” She snarled. She had shoved past the last of them when someone grabbed her from behind, pinning her arms to her sides. 
“No so fasts little thing!” a deep voice said from behind.
“Leave me alone,” she screamed out, unable to reach her wand.
“We’s justs want ta talk ta ya, little girl. Heres in this alley.”
“Let me go, you oaf.” The shot of adrenaline brought back Brodia’s senses. She kicked out at the legs, catching one of them. “I’ll hurt you if you don’t.”
“We’s won’ts be long ... best if ya don’ts scream.” She heard them laugh as she felt the man lift her off the ground.
She couldn’t reach her wand, but she’d practiced using it many times while she had it stuffed into her belt. The man swung her around as she entered her d’dec’s darkness and gripped the blue stone waiting there for her. Her head hit something hard. She passed out.
[image: image-placeholder]When Brodia’s eyes opened, her senses came back. She felt the hard cobblestones underneath her back and the cold shadows of the place where she lay. She saw the walls of a narrow alleyway close by, plus four men around her. Two squatted, holding her arms while another was lifting her legs. Horrified, she realized he was tugging off her pants. Never again, her mind screamed. If she were anything of worth, then no man would do this to her without a fight to the death.
Searching for her wand, she couldn’t concentrate, though she sensed it was nearby. She kicked out at the one pulling off her pants.
“Takes it’s easy little lass, we’s won’ts be long,” said a deep voice beside her. “Be happy we’s ain’t taking ya ta tha tunnels.”
“Get off!” she yelled at the men holding her arms.
Near her, she saw a standing man start to take off his pants. The months of training came back. She stopped struggling, letting her body relax to calm her mind.
“That’s it’s, just lays backs and enjoys it,” the standing man said.
“Me thinks she’s wants ya, Egan,” a voice near her head said.
“Ya can haves her afta me, Crem.”
Calmly, she reached out with her mind to her wand lying beside her. She formed a thin lifting-hand as the standing man knelt to lie on her. He was heavy. She could smell his foul breath on her face, but she didn’t turn her face away. As she slipped the lifting-hand between them, she stared at his eyes; smiling, she raised her eyebrows. “Up you go!” Brodia boosted the putrid-smelling thug.
Her arms freed, she glanced to the side to see the others scoot back. She lifted the man higher as he let out a brief scream of fear. Rolling out from under, she retrieved her wand that lay on the dark cobblestones. Glancing at the other men, she saw them hurrying away. The shortest one had a distinct hobble like he was a cripple. They all disappeared around a corner. She was alone with the man flapping two feet up in the air and looking more like a massive, beached fish than a thug.
“I warned you,” she said, pulling out her pear-green beret to put on her head.
“Puts me’s down, else I’s gonna hurt ya.”
“As you wish.”
Standing to the side, she dissolved the lifting-hand. The man crashed down, unable to get his hands out to break his fall. Thwack, his face hit the hard stones in a way that pleased her.
She watched as the man staggered back up with his face covered in blood. Hatred filled his eyes as they found hers. She stared back with equal loathing. Here was a man like her father. She smirked as he took a wobbly step toward her.
“Don’t,” she warned, not caring if he listened or not. He took another faltering step toward her. “I warned you. You messed with the wrong girl,” she hissed. Contempt hit her hard as she thought about the unthinkable crime this creature wanted to commit. “You’ll never do this to another woman!” Brodia formed a fist of compressed waves, two fingers wide. The man took another shaky step toward her, then another. As a dark fog filled her mind, she threw her d’sur fist with all her force up between the brute’s legs. He scrunched up and toppled over with a wail that filled the alley.
As the fog in her mind cleared, Brodia could feel the cool air on her thighs. She was half-naked still. Stepping around the sobbing mass, she retrieved her pants. Pulling them on, she watched the weeping man rocking on the alley floor, his face a bloody mess.
Dressed once dressed again, she stuffed her wand back into her belt and began walking out of the alley. As the adrenaline melted away, she felt some pity for the man. She turned to stare at the thug, still moaning and rolling around on the floor. Was I justified? She had the right to stop him, but did she have to hurt him so badly?
“I’m sorry,” she said, half to herself. “But I did warn you.”
The man groaned.
Guilt bubbled up, overwhelming her. What would Preem say or do? He was too busy with his orange mistress to care. Still, what would he do to his apprentice, who again used her magic to hurt people? She slipped out of the alley, hurrying back toward the King’s Gift.
Halfway to the tavern, she stopped, uncertain. One thing she knew, she was now alone. Preem would not protect her. She’d been insolent to the king, who now hated her. The magistrates would send her to jail because a woman had injured a man; the law was clear on this. Worse still, they would strip her of her wand, taking away her chance to be a wizard. The impulse to run away began filling her mind. The gang of men said they’d take her to the tunnels, so she couldn’t go there to hide. She needed a new plan.
She took a couple of more steps toward the King’s Gift. At the next corner, she turned left, away from the tavern, and toward the East Gate. Soon she was sprinting, rushing to get out of this hateful city that had wrecked her dreams. I’m not a hero for anyone.
The East Gate, with its gray permanence, loomed ahead. Beyond the archway, Brodia saw the inviting green fields split by the red-brown of the packed-dirt Big Oak Road. She didn’t understand this city, but she knew the farmlands. Ahead, any food or shelter was hers alone to find.
Brodia slowed to a stroll and removed her pear-green beret. She ambled through the gateway without drawing unwanted attention to herself. Once past the city gate, she increased her stride to the normal walking speed she had used to keep up with Preem. The pace she once laughingly called the Wizard’s Gait.
As she strode away from Kefnu’s city walls, she had more time to reflect on what had happened, plus what dangers she faced. She had insulted the king, who wanted only boys to be wizards, so he would gladly strip her of any chance to be a wizard. Wizard Preem had lied to her and was more interested in that painted bitch than in her. So, she could expect little or no help from her Zenii.
The one thing she couldn’t bear to think about was losing her wand. Without that d’dec, she was just another farmgirl. This I will not risk losing. She rested her hand on her wand, tucked into her belt like a short sword. The blackened stick was her only comfort for now.
She continued to pass the slower-moving travelers heading toward the southeast. Letting her gaze sweep around, she took in the fields of wheat or barley that stood four feet high. Its familiarity gave her a brief sense of her home in Widemouth. Yet it didn’t make her homesick; instead, it perked her up. Helped her face her adventure. It wasn’t story-like as in her dreams, but then, did one ever really choose their quest? Then she remembered that out here, Daffodils would be looking to roast her over an open fire.
As the sun set behind her, Brodia marched on into the night. She wanted to distance herself from Kefnu, fearing a King’s Patrol could find her. Hopefully, they would go west or north first.
Finally, exhaustion slowed her down. The Time Star was a hand short of being overhead, indicating it was the middle of the night. She slumped on until the moonlight revealed a small grove of bushes standing between two fields. Crawling in, she found a gap large enough to curl up. She fell asleep the moment she rested her head on her arms. Her dreams were of the Royal Court with a woman dressed in an orange and cream-colored dress demanding, “Send her to her father.”
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forty-five
A Distant Disturbance


The grand wizard swaggered down the street that led away from the King’s Keep. His mastyon tapped out a rhythm on the cobblestones that echoed off the buildings. The afternoon was beautiful, the city magnificent under the clear blue sky. The king had granted him his apprentice. He hadn’t realized how heavy the burden had laid on him; now, his feet and mastyon created a joyful beat. He couldn’t wait to tell Brodia that she’d passed the king’s test. She was officially an apprentice. It came with all the rights of that title, including the right to enforce any edicts. Lifting that massive boulder also revealed something he still struggled to accept. She was learning things by herself. 
And the king gave them a mission. At last, she could experience the thrill of flying as they all went to Lastin, one hundred leagues to the northwest. Preem found himself excited at the chance to fly with her sitting beside him. He would let their relationship grow as he didn’t have the will to stop it.
He detected Brodia’s magic partway down the hill as she applied enough pressure to lift a large rock. The ripples stopped for a few seconds before coming back even stronger. Whatever she was doing involved pushing herself to her limit.
Holding his breath, he stopped to study her ripples. Something about the speed and brutality concerned him. It was the difference between playing and fighting. The action came from ahead to his left. Once the ripples dissipated, he hurried on with new apprehension. Reaching out, he searched for her d’dec. Too many buildings blocked him; he needed to get above the houses. Deciding to see if she was at the King’s Gift, he hustled to the tavern.
Preem found a studious Roon practicing on the floor in the Gold Crown room. “Where’s Brodia?” Preem asked. “Did she come in and then go out again?”
Roon pushed himself up with his good arm. “I haven’t seen her while I’ve been sitting here for the last hand, Zenii. All I’ve seen is a couple of mice searching for food.”
Frustration at Brodia welled up. What was she doing? Why couldn’t she be ... be manageable? But he knew the answer to that question. “Then she must be walking around somewhere,” he said.
Preem removed his hat and coat before settling on the lone wooden chair in the small room. He rested his mastyon across his knees before waving Roon to continue his practice. Roon began creating a simple fist to push the stones. Holding the tip of his wand near his head, Roon took several seconds to make the fist. Finally, he shoved the small dark pebble across the wooden floor.
“Good,” Preem said to encourage the young boy. Roon wasn’t as fast or as strong as Brodia, but he would develop into a good wizard in time.
Preem should be content, but he had nagging doubts. Those brutal flashes of power from Brodia did nothing to quell his qualms. Should he give her some space? Up at the King’s Keep, she appeared upset about something. Plus, he would have to address the king’s charge of her impertinence when she returned. He realized how little he knew about her; of course, he knew some of her history, but not what drove her. She wanted to be someone special, as he had when he was an apprentice. But something else motivated her, something he still struggled to understand.
Two weeks ago, thieves almost trapped her in the tunnels. He knew she was always at risk in a strange city. Preem wanted to ensure she wasn’t in danger in this city but also wanted to give her time to settle her mind over whatever was upsetting her. Each time he made progress with her, she did something to wash away his hopes again. By the Gods, she was downright infuriating – and utterly adorable too!
[image: image-placeholder]After some time, Preem’s anxiety overturned his desire to let Brodia walk off whatever was bothering her. “I’m going out to find Brodia.” He donned his coat and hat. “Try to move the wand a few more inches from your head, master Roon,” he said as he strode over to the door. “And if Brodia returns, ask her to wait here for me.”
“Yes, Zenii.”
He headed for the West Gate’s barbican. At the top, he acknowledged the city guard, indicating that the soldier could stay at his post.
Turning his back to the setting sun, Preem stared out over the city. He reached out his ripples to scan for disturbances. From this height, he quartered the capital, seeking any interference from Brodia’s d’dec. He found Roon’s wand but no sign of Brodia’s. Strange, he knew that no matter what happened, nothing could destroy her d’dec.
“How long have you been on duty?” Preem asked the corporal.
“More’an three hands, sir.”
“Did you see my apprentice leave by the western gate?”
“Not me, sir. From this high, it’s hard to recognize everyone as they leave, sir. But I never saw anyone looking like your girl apprentice. Her green beret is well known to us, Sir Wizard.”
Preem nodded his thanks. He suddenly feared something terrible had happened. His fears over being unable to ‘see’ the enemy’s d’dec dominated his concerns. Had they come to Kefnu and kidnapped his Brodia. She was his apprentice, so he would protect her as best as possible. She was his soulmate, and he’d kill anything that tried to harm her. First, he had to find her.
Preem reached out to scan toward the north and Brodia’s home village. Nothing. Slowly he swung his searching ripples toward the west. Nothing. He continued to walk around the top of the barbican, scanning toward the south and then the east.
He found the distant disturbance over a league southeast of the city. Her wand was moving away.
A deep, warm relief swept over Preem, but what was she doing out to the southeast? As fast as she was moving, she was either chasing something or running away from something. He scanned ahead of her, worried that the tall apprentice might be involved. Nothing ahead of her or behind her. He studied the disturbance, making sure it was her d’dec. It was, and that no other d’dec was traveling with it.
The one thing he couldn’t tell was if it was Brodia that had her wand. He doubted that anyone could take it away, but he had to be certain. Those flashes of power had been intense, more potent than when she tackled that bull. They were as strong as when she lifted that boulder for the king.
“Begging your pardon, but is everything alright, Wizard Preem?” the guard asked.
“Yes, corporal,” Preem replied as he continued to study the disturbance from her d’dec. Then he detected her using her wand to form a gripping-fist. It was a minor thing, but the shape was uniquely Brodia’s.
His whole body relaxed as he let out a long sighing breath, unaware that he’d been holding it in. She was alive and safe. The thought that these were unusual times always floated near the top of his mind. Was there an opportunity here that he would never plan for but could take advantage of? With those thoughts, he ran down the stairs to walk back to the King’s Gift.
When he got back into the room, he had reached his decision. He would let Brodia go. At least while he traveled to Lastin. He would write a note for her and leave it with the innkeeper in case she returned before he came back from the north. She would benefit from her independence for a few days while he was away on the king’s mission with Roon.
As a child, he once raised an abandoned baby seagull. He wanted it as a pet, but when it could fly, his mother told him to let it go. “If it comes back, it’s your friend. If not, it’s wild and free,” his mother told him.
It never came back. And his heart already yearned for Brodia to turn around.
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forty-six
A Small Hamlet


Brodia woke at first light, shivering from the cold air. Her blanket was back at the  King’s Gift. Furthermore, she had no provisions, little money, or a plan. She sat up. At least I can address the last concern.
Zenii had revealed that he could locate any d’dec within fifty leagues. She didn’t doubt that he could find her if he wanted to. So, her best plan was to continue along this road to see if Wizard Preem still wanted her as his apprentice. If not, he would let her go. Then she would be free to make her way in life, using her magic and wits to get by. Her heart sank when she thought of Roon. She was letting him down. Should she go back for his sake?
For a while, she sat and argued with herself about going back or moving on. Finally, she began heading away, deciding to leave it to Wizard Preem to seek her out or let her go. She hadn’t eaten for a while, but this close to Kefnu, she should soon find a village or a farmer’s market.
A few times, she glanced behind her as she walked, hoping to see a dot flying toward her. She was hoping not to see the dust of a mounted patrol. Then she spotted a distant speck high in the sky. Thank the Gods; he’s coming. She stopped, holding her breath as her heart began pounding. What would he say? Shading her eyes, she studied the dot. Was it getting bigger? It wasn’t; instead, it began moving from side to side. She watched as the hunting bird circled in the overcast mid-summer sky. With a deep sigh, she resumed her march east.
By late morning, a hungry Brodia strode into a small farmer’s market on the eastern road. With two silver crowns to her name, she debated with herself about haggling the price for food or a blanket. It all depended on what she wanted to be now, an outlaw or a Defender?
Was she still a member of the Defenders of Vosj? It was a title that she struggled with now. She wanted to protect the ordinary people, especially the young women, but she despised the noble people like that orange lady, the king who hated her, or any of those peacocks she saw at the court. If she was a Defender, then she should protect them all. However, she knew the rich didn’t need helping. Only the poor, like Missus Kella, needed her. Worse, the poor needed defending from the rich. When this thought came into her mind, Brodia knew what she wanted to be.
She studied the booths lining the road on each side. Until Preem came to find her, she would continue to follow the wizard’s creed by buying from the most impoverished merchant. At the market, she bought supplies for three days.
“How far is it to the next village to the east?” she asked the slim teenage girl standing behind the red stall.
“I would guess it’s about ten leagues,” the girl said, furrowing her brow in thought. “It’s more than two days walk to reach the village of Big Oak.” The girl looked at her and smiled as if she wanted to say something else, but she didn’t.
After thanking the girl, Brodia purchased a pigskin water pouch plus a blanket from the black stall. She filled the pouch at the market’s waterspout before settling the blanket across her back. Walking along the Big Oak Road, she continued to glance back often. She couldn’t say why, but she had a sense of unease as if something was chasing her from the city.
When she saw the dust cloud in the distance, she didn’t hesitate. She ran into a field of chest-high oats to hide. She couldn’t see the horses, but she heard them clear enough and saw the dust cloud above the tops of the greenish-yellow crop plants.
After waiting a few minutes, she continued east along the Big Oak Road, under skies that promised rain soon.
Preem’s continued abandonment tore her heart to its core. And trying to convince herself that something must have delayed him failed to ease her pain. Meantime, it was vital for her to get beyond the normal range of a patrol sent from Kefnu.
As she marched along the road, the rain began to fall. Brodia pulled her green beret down over her ears while creating a simple shield. It kept her dry during the heaviest of the downpour. She dropped the shield to avoid drawing attention to herself whenever she passed anyone.
That evening, she camped in the corner of a field full of barley. The rain had stopped, but the ground was soaked. She tried to minimize the damage she did to the farmer’s crop, flattening a small area off the road so she’d be out of sight. Sitting cross-legged on her blanket, she practiced as she chewed on some dried meat. With gripping-fists, she pulled barley stalks together, using ever larger gripping-fists.
At times, she imagined using the gripping-fist to choke the orange lady. The results crushed the barley and tore it out by the roots. She did this twice before pausing. Feeling guilty about the damage, she stopped using the orange lady as her motivation.
By now, the wet ground had soaked through her blanket. Changing her practice routine, she decided to work on her lifting-hand. She formed a foot-thick lifting-hand and sat on it, keeping herself away from the wet ground. On a sudden whim, she tried to lift the hand, but it tipped over, dumping her onto the damp barley stalks.
On a different thought, she flopped onto the lifting hand, resting against the ground. It did an excellent job of softening her fall. Experimenting for thirty minutes, she found she could jump high and fall on her side without hurting herself. She had a way to cushion a fall if she needed it. It was another magic trick to add to her arsenal. Soon she wouldn’t need Preem at all, at least not for learning new magic.
When it was time to sleep, she had no way to keep the lifting-hand as she slept, so she spent a cold night huddled under a damp blanket. She sobbed herself to sleep, angry at herself for still caring about him.
It turned into a long night. She slept in short naps. Each time she opened her eyes, the continued presence of a dark sky disappointed her. Finally, the first hints of a gray sky brought welcome relief to a miserable night. Now, she could pull herself up to get her damp bones working again. Soon the warmth of the new day helped to re-energize her torpid muscles.
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forty-seven
The Watcher


Yarin wore his poor-man clothes while he waited in an alley where he could watch the front of the  King’s Gift. The overcast sky threatened rain. 
Under the gray sky, the city buzzed over the news that the militia was searching for the little bitch. He’d heard the nickname the Daffodils gave her, the Bitch Witch. He liked it better than his name for her. Though he hated the Daffodils, he had to admit that it was as if the Daffodils saw her the same way as he did. She was evil and abhorrent, a woman that could do magic to hurt ordinary men. She was a creature to be found and destroyed so completely that no one would dare even mouth her name again.
The idea of being close to the Bone Crusher chilled his blood. However, she was hiding somewhere, and his best chance of finding that place was to keep his attention on her master. It was mid-morning when he saw the grand wizard leave. Yarin expected Preem to go east, away from the West Gate. He didn’t, so Yarin had to push back into the alley as Preem came toward him.
After the man strode past, Yarin poked his head out to watch where the wizard was going. The man walked into the arched gateway. Just before the portcullis, he disappeared into the gate’s barbican.
Yarin looked up at the top of the barbican with the prominent crenels. To see better, Yarin had to move away from the gate. Now, he could see Preem holding out his mastyon while looking directly over the tops of the houses in Yarin’s direction. Yarin got the sense that Preem was searching into the distance. Was he seeking out the bitch? It was hard to be certain, but it seemed that Preem was looking beyond the eastern walls of the city. Was she outside the city?
It suddenly made sense to him; she must be hiding beyond the city walls. This was too perfect!
Yarin continued to watch the grand wizard to see if he searched in any other direction. He didn’t. So, it was to the east. When Preem disappeared from the top, Yarin retook his position in the alleyway. He would follow the grand wizard to her hiding place. With luck, Preem would leave her there and return.
Preem left the barbican, and Yarin prepared to follow the man. But Preem walked back into the King’s Gift. Yarin settled down to wait; maybe Preem was packing his travel attire and getting that one-armed boy ready.
Last night Yarin lay awake, thinking of all the things he could do to her. As he waited for Preem, he made up some new things. He thought of things that included a fire that made her skin turn black as it peeled away from her body. Seeing her eyes fading was no longer his desire. Hearing her scream in agony was better.
The clouds darkened further as Yarin waited. With a hidden sun, he could only guess that it was approaching midday when he saw Preem step out of the tavern with the one-armed boy. Yarin watched, expecting them to go east. Once again, he was surprised when they walked to the road leading up the hill to the King’s Keep.
Could he be wrong about Preem searching to the east? He decided to follow the grand wizard. If the wizard went inside the Keep, he would assume the Bitch Witch was east of the city. Then he would go to find her. 
Twenty minutes later, Preem walked through the King’s Keep’s gateway, so Yarin turned around to go down the hill. At the bottom of the city’s bluffs, he turned left.
By the time he reached the East Gate, a light rain was falling. Yarin went into the tunnels to retrieve his wand and change into normal clothes. He purchased a chestnut mare with riding tackle for fifteen crowns at the local stables. At sixteen hands, the horse’s withers came to his shoulder, a perfect size for his long frame.
Yarin rode out of Kefnu in the heavy rain, happy to be leaving the Bone Crusher behind him. Yet unsure how he’ll find the woman in the green beret. He would put his trust in the Gods who surely wanted her dead too. As he passed a few travelers hurrying to Kefnu, he made his plans.
He rode the mare hard, determined to reach the first village on this road before she did, so he could watch the people coming in. This rain should slow her down. His experience of women was that they avoided the weather in case it ruined their fancy clothes. Even if she was on horseback, he expected her to seek shelter. 
The one thing that did slow him was his feeling of being watched from the city. He frequently turned to check the sky behind him.
After passing a couple of leagues, Yarin saw a patrol of mounted soldiers approaching from behind. It was too late to hide, so he slowed the mare to walk along the grassy fringe of the road when the five-man patrol reached him. The sergeant asked if he’d seen a short woman walking by herself. Yarin shook his head, not wanting to give away his Harpin accent.
As the sky blackened for the evening, Yarin passed through a hamlet of two houses and a market. He bought supplies before riding on for a few minutes to find a place to camp for the night. As he sat under a simple shield used to keep the rain off him, his thoughts turned again to the Bitch Witch and what he could do to end her evil life. Still, nothing new he thought of was better than a fire.
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forty-eight
A Necessary Disguise


It was late afternoon when she approached the next village. At the wizard’s gait, she had covered the distance in half the time the teenage girl foretold. This village would be the first challenge to her new view of being a Defender. Could she begin to create an image for herself of someone to help the poorer more directly than just buying from them? The more intriguing question was, would they accept a woman as a protector? 
As Brodia approached the village’s outskirts, she spied a farmer dressed in a dusty white shirt using a tree branch to leverage a large boulder across his fallow field. Her father had frequently had to do the same. These boulders would mysteriously float up through the soil to break a plow’s blade.
She stopped to watch the show, leaning her arms on the fence’s top rail separating the field from the roadway. The farmer was heavily muscled, of a medium height with thinning hair. The boulder seemed heavy, but the man worked with a determination she couldn’t help but admire. Here was her first chance to see if she could make a difference.
“Can I help you?” she called out from the fence. The farmer stopped. Turning, he cupped his hand to shade the sun as he stared at her for a moment before waving his hands in dismissal. “I can help, you know,” she called out again when he had turned back to his work. “I bet I can move that boulder all by myself.”
He glanced at her again. “You’re a woman, aren’t you? Tough to tell in those clothes. Then, you can’t help.”
“How much? ... If I move that rock, out from your field.”
He glared at her. But she planted a broad smile on her face and opened her arms as if to say, come on, give me a chance. “A silver crown then, little woman,” he said with an amused tone.  
“Done.” She climbed over the fence.
The farmer stood resting his arm on the branch. The smile on his face indicated he was looking forward to some fun. When he offered her the branch, she declined with a smile. He stepped back to give her room.
She squatted beside the rock. The rock was unusually smooth as if a fast-flowing river once washed over it. Still, she found a couple of places she could grip the rock with her hands.
Now all the training, with the wand in her belt, paid off. Brodia formed the lifting-hand to slide it under the rock. With a big show of appearing to hold the stone and lifting with her knees, she levitated the rock two feet above the field.
Glancing over her shoulder, she gasped, “Where to?”
“Eh? ... O-over there.” The farmer pointed toward the corner. He followed as she pushed the weightless rock along. 
She made a big show of staggering across the field while wheezing as if about to collapse. When she reached the indicated corner, she dropped the rock. She had to step back smartly to make sure she got her feet out of harm’s way.
“H-h-how? ... How did you do that?” the farmer stammered as he pulled out a crown to give to her.
She took the money and winked with a cheeky smile. Remembering one of the few pieces of good advice from her father, she said, “You have to bend your knees, lift with your legs.” Looking at the silver crown, she handed it back. “Though I won the bet, I cannot take your hard-earned money.”
“Nonsense, young lady. You have saved me a lost day.”
Brodia didn’t want to take his money, but neither did she want to embarrass him. “I will stay the night in the village. I will take payment for a room at the tavern.”
The farmer nodded and gave her four eighths instead. “And an eighth for a few drinks on me,” he said. She thanked him. Walking away, she felt elated. Helping people with her magic brought a new sense of purpose to her, and she wondered how Zenii would have handled the situation.
Brodia spent the evening in the village tavern, named the Royal Oak, with a shingle depicting a young king sleeping under a massive oak tree. She booked the room with a yellow crown painted on its door for three eighths.
Down in the bar, she ordered wine from the barkeep, who watched her suspiciously.
“Where’s your husband?” he said as he handed the small metal tankard to her.
“He’s not here right now,” she replied, trying to avoid any conversation.
But the portly bartender didn’t walk away. Placing his crossed arms on the bar, he said, “Young women shouldn’t be out by themselves. And certainly not wearing men’s clothes.”
“I get to choose what I wear,” she said, keeping her voice light, hoping to avoid any trouble. “Plus, I prefer these clothes. It suits my lifestyle.”
“What kind of a woman are you then?”
“One that doesn’t put her nose into the lives of others. And one that expects the same of the people she meets.” Brodia could see the conversation would only get worse, so she took her wine to stand and watch two men playing nanuj. One of them offered her a chair, warning her to avoid the bartender, saying he didn’t like women.
She was happy to chat with the two men. They asked where she was going by herself. By now, she had a story ready. She explained that her husband was bringing supplies from Kefnu, and she had to meet him on the Kefnu Road. After watching two games, they offered her a chance to play. Soon other people joined in on the games, determined to show that a girl had no chance against them. She won half a crown before saying she was too tired to continue.
Lying on her bed, waiting for sleep to take her, she felt homesick. Not for the farm in Widemouth, but for traveling the country roads with Grand Wizard Preem.
That passing patrol had convinced her she couldn’t risk being close to Kefnu. Ahead lay only unknowns and loneliness. Zenii had given up on her. The only man she had ever trusted had betrayed her. It’s my fault; I should never have believed in one of ’em.
[image: image-placeholder]One hand after sunrise, Brodia was chatting with a woman, Stofia, behind the blue stall selling woman’s clothes. Last night she heard the men’s views on this area, now she wanted to listen to the woman’s side. At first, Stofia was distant, as if afraid of being caught talking to a stranger. Then Brodia asked about the area’s history. Stofia relaxed as she told Brodia that the tavern’s shingle depicted a time four hundred years ago when King Bedum the Second fell asleep under a big oak tree near this village. The innkeeper claimed the bar’s plank was made from that same oak.
“Fascinating,” Brodia said to encourage the older woman. “The barkeep didn’t mention the history when I talked to him last night.”
“You should stay away from him,” Stofia warned. “He’s with them Daffodils.” Brodia looked toward the tavern; she should get back on the road. But Stofia’s following words sent another chill down her spine. “You dressing that way has people talking, especially that beret of yours. You seem to be a nice girl. I’d hate to hear you were caught by the King’s Patrols or worse, the Daffodils.”
Brodia pulled off her beret. “What about my green beret? It’s not anything special. Why would people care?”
“We hear rumors from the city about a woman who can do magic like a wizard and wears a green beret.” As she spoke, Stofia glanced around to see if anyone was listening. “Some others say it’s a woman that wears men’s clothes.” Stofia leaned forward to whisper, “Be that you, ma’am?”
“I’ve heard similar rumors,” Brodia replied. Though, of course, she hadn’t. “Mean cuss of a woman, if I remember right.”
Stofia shook her head, smiling as if she now understood something. “Stories come from the west that she killed two or more Arrox. Some say she killed a bull with her bare hands. Whatever is true, there’s a woman who can beat back on any man that tries to hurt her. That makes her a hero to me.”
Brodia was surprised that any rumors about her existed. Still, she didn’t like that the rumors bent the truth. “I think people have exaggerated the stories,” she said.
“You are her.” The wonder in Stofia’s voice lifted Brodia’s spirits.
Brodia was about to admit who she was, but the sound of horses and rattling sabers pulled her attention back toward the tavern. A group of five horsemen, dressed in the dark red of the King’s Regiment, rode up to the tavern.
“Get behind here,” Stofia whispered; the urgency in her voice made Brodia move quickly. She ducked behind the stall. Stofia handed down an orange dress with red trim. “Put this on.” Brodia slipped on the dress, remaining crouched as Stofia fastened the buttons up the back. “Give me your beret; I’ll throw it away,” Stofia said.
Brodia stuffed her beret inside the dress. “Thank you,” she said when she stood. The patrol remained outside the tavern. Two of the horses were riderless as the soldiers were inside. She should get away while she could. “How much for the dress?”
Stofia shook her head and asked, “Did you join the Fourth Daughters?” Brodia said no. “Well, you can ask any of them for help. Look for this sign.” Stofia showed her left hand while she touched her thumb to the tip of her little finger. “That way you can find someone to help you.” Stofia gave Brodia a quick hug. “Now, get away from here. Whoever you are, keep away from those men.”
Brodia squeezed Stofia’s arm before moving away from the road, letting the tavern hide her from the horsemen. She walked quickly through the village houses, and once in the farmlands, she decided to circle back to the road. She would walk toward Kefnu to try to lose them. Tonight, she could turn east again to put as much distance as possible beyond Big Oak. Stofia had changed her outlook on running away. She already knew that patrols would look for her, and Daffodils wanted her because of who she was. However, she now realized that her hunters knew how she looked. It was a chilling thought. Walking along the edges of the farmer’s fields, she made up a story she could use. She would have to be married, of course. She wished she still had that silver stone; it would have made a perfect marriage token to prove her status as a wife. Still, she had something else she could use.
Brodia rejoined the Kefnu Road a quarter league outside of Big Oak. She walked along the packed dirt road at her usual speed, but she realized she was still drawing attention to herself when she saw a couple watching her. She slowed to a steady shamble. Far off to the south, the sky was dark. She studied the clouds as she wondered which way the storm was moving.
A hand had passed, and the dark skies were closer when she saw a tall horseman approaching around a bend. With her attention on the horseman, she didn't hear horses coming from behind until it was too late. She glanced back; a patrol approached. She stepped to the side of the road, hoping they’d pass. She had a few seconds to make a minor adjustment to her story in case they didn’t ride past.
Brodia thought about walking along while ignoring the horses but decided that would appear as odd behavior. So, she stopped to face the horses only twenty feet from her. She even waved as if greeting them. The men stopped. Damn!
“What’s your name?” the sergeant asked, leaning over the horse’s withers. “And where are you going?”
“Stofia,” she responded, using the first name that came to her mind. “Stofia Levenson.” She added, borrowing Hirin’s last name. The five horsemen surrounded her, blocking off most of her view. “I’m meant to meet my husband in two days. He said he’d be in the market up ahead.” As she looked at the soldiers surrounding her, the tall rider passed on the other side of the road.
“You see a woman in men’s clothes? She’d be wearing a green beret.”
She stared at the passing horseman; something was familiar about him, but he had already passed, so she could only see the back of his head. She glanced back at the sergeant, who was getting impatient. Then she remembered his question. “Not I, sergeant. Why would a woman wear men’s clothes?”
The sergeant ignored her question. “Put your arms out and turn around.” She did as he instructed, happy that her wand remained in her belt under the dress. “Where’s your wedding talisman?” She handed him her salamander brooch. The sergeant examined it before handing it back with the comment, “It’s a cheap copy.” The sergeant looked disappointed. “Maybe we should arrest you anyway.”
“You can take me to the market,” she said, still worried about that rider that just passed. “We can wait for my husband, and he can help you know who I am.”
“We aren’t a service for young women. We have a mission from King Attim himself,” the sergeant said brusquely. He waved his arm, and the troop set off at a trot along the road.
Brodia watched them move along the road. The recent rain meant they kicked up no dust, making it harder for her to see what was coming from the distance. She turned to watch the other rider; he was still moving away toward Big Oak. She hurriedly crossed the road to walk through the line of bushes into a pasture.
There was a gray farmhouse in the direction of Kefnu. She decided to see if she could use their barn to wait for nightfall. That tall horseman scared her, though she couldn’t be certain it was him, not without seeing his face.
Walking across the pasture to the barn gave her time to think. The sense of abandonment weighed her down. Surely Preem knew about the patrols, but he still made no effort to find her first. Did he also know about the tall rider?
The farmhouse was beyond the barn; she glanced inside the barn’s open doors as she passed. Inside she saw a few chickens scratching around for food and sheltering from the coming storm. A lone pitchfork stood at attention, sticking up from a hay bale. The hay would make for a soft bed. Brodia continued to the farmhouse to ask permission to shelter from the nasty storm approaching from the south.
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A Flash in the Dark


Yarin glanced at the sky, which remained overcast in the morning; today offered another threat of rain. He set off at first light to continue his ride east. The merchants at the market hamlet told him that the next village was Big Oak; he expected to be there by midday. 
The mare was jumpy in the morning, shying away from a group of Daffodils he passed. She was a good horse and kept a long stride at the walk, covering more than a league in a single hand of the day.
He guessed that he had ridden at least eight leagues beyond the market hamlet when he rounded a bend and saw a patrol approaching along the road. His first instinct was to slip through the bushes that lined the roadway in this part of the countryside. Then he saw the patrol stop to surround a female traveler who stood on the other side of the road. He decided to risk walking past the soldiers.
As he got nearer, he saw flashes of orange between the dark red of the soldier’s uniforms. The woman was short with straight black hair. She was the right height, but wearing a dress was wrong. He rode past, glancing at her once more before concentrating on walking the mare at a nonchalant pace. Something prickled his skin, and it was only by force of will that he did not look back over his shoulder.
Finally, when he did look back, he saw the patrol riding away toward Kefnu while the woman in orange was gone. Had they taken her? His hunter instincts were on fire as he looked along each edge of the road, but saw no sign of a woman, or man for that matter. He squinted his eyes, checking every member of the patrol. Each was a dark red blob on the horse, no sign of orange. He turned his mare around and pushed her to a trot, returning to the spot where the patrol had stopped.
He stood in the stirrups looking over the bushes beside the road. All he saw were fields of green with no sign of a woman in orange. After two minutes of study, he walked the mare to the north side of the road. He stood again, seeing more green pastures. Then he saw the woman in orange, walking quickly across the next field toward a farm.
Yarin dismounted to push through the bushes to get a better view. The orange dress said it wasn’t her, but her size and black hair said it could be. If only she wore that green beret. When the orange girl reached a fence, she hitched her dress to climb over. Yarin saw the brown pants she was wearing; it was her. He waited, watching her from his hiding place as she walked around the barn and up to the farmhouse. After standing at the door for a minute, she entered. He had her trapped. If she left during the day, he would ride her down and finish her off at his leisure. If she stayed in the farmhouse, he would wait for nighttime before going in to kill them all. His skin prickled in anticipation, a much better feeling than the stomach knots of his gross urges.
Yarin walked the mare back toward Big Oak until he could cross the pasture out of sight from the farmhouse. The sky was darkening from the south, offering him the chance to operate with no witnesses. He approached the barn fifty feet to the east of the farmhouse. After tying the mare to a post behind the barn, he peered around the corner at the farmhouse. All was quiet, so he sat on the damp ground to wait, leaning his back against the barn wall.
He chewed on a piece of dried meat as he waited impatiently, occasionally peeking around the corner to study the area for any flashes of orange. Over the next few hands, the sky continued to darken. Then the rain started, so he formed a simple shield to keep the rain off. His arm soon tired of holding the wand’s tip by his head. So, he stuffed the wand into his jerkin, positioning the tip to lie by his right ear. He went back to waiting as the rain slowly intensified.
The thunder started in the distance, far on the other side of the road. Facing in this direction, Yarin could see the occasional flashes and found himself counting the time for the thunder. A count of fifteen meant the storm was a league away. As he counted each flash, the sky to the south blackened. Even the sky overhead darkened rapidly. In the twilight, the thunder flashes were brighter and crisper. Soon the count was only a few seconds, while the thunder crashed louder. A short distance away, the mare neighed plaintively, clearly afraid of the thunder.
“It’s the lightning you should fear,” Yarin told the mare in a calm voice, but the horse didn’t care about the flashes.
Yarin took another peek around the barn. The rain hid the entire farmhouse. He settled under his shield to wait for the storm to pass overhead.
After a bright flash and thunder that followed a second later, Yarin sensed the surge in magic nearby. A narrow d’sur fist was coming at him from the direction of the farmhouse. Instinctively he slid his shield to the side, blocking the attack at the last half-second. He spun up to his feet, holding the shield and letting the rain pour down on his head.
Peering into the darkness revealed nothing. Then another fist came from the south. Another quick adjustment to his shield saved him at the last moment. He was blind here. He ducked around the barn, keeping it between himself and the farmhouse. Running away from the farmhouse, he moved in a wide circle to come at the house from another direction. He couldn’t hit what he couldn’t see. Hopefully, the same rule applied to the Bitch Witch.
Yarin kept his shield in place, stopping the rain from soaking him. Another fist came out of the darkness, almost catching him. He dropped his magic and pulled his wand out of his jerkin as he continued to move through the darkness. At each lightning flash, he sought out his tormentor, knowing she did the same.
Near the farmhouse’s kitchen door, a dog barked at him, revealing his location. His broad spearpoint almost cut the creature in half, chopping off its half-started yelp. He moved quickly away from the house but was caught in the open when another flash lit up the area. The d’sur fist came from the direction of the barn; he blocked it and waited for the thunder, using its crescendo to hide the sound as he ran south into the pastureland. He’d circle back around to the barn.
Yarin stumbled upon some bushes, easing his way through as the leaves deposited their heavy water droplets over him. He was soaked through already but paid no mind to the discomfort. Another flash revealed the mare tied at the back of the barn. More importantly, it revealed a figure moving around the corner toward the mare. She wasn’t wearing the orange dress, but he didn’t doubt it was her.
He fired a spearpoint at her, no longer caring if he killed her outright. As the flash of light died, he saw her diving under the mare, escaping his spearpoint. He mirrored what he thought was her direction along the barn’s side. When the thunder rolled to a stop, he heard a door bang shut around the corner. He rounded the barn, ready with a broad spearpoint to cut her in half.
Out of the darkness, something large flew at him. He sensed more than saw the flapping wings. He instinctively lifted his hand to protect himself. A d’sur fist hit him hard on the shoulder, spinning him down into the wet mud. One more d’sur fist hit him in the back, taking his breath away. He formed a shield, but another large bird came at him. This time he ducked under the bird, realizing it was a chicken. A second later, a spear came flying at him, he moved in time to avoid being hit in the chest, but it clipped his shoulder. Now he saw that it was a pitchfork. What else did she have to throw at him in the dark? Yarin yanked open the barn door to throw himself inside.
His left shoulder wasn’t working well, and his breaths came in short gasps, but he had the advantage now. She would have to pass through that door to come for him, and he’d cut her down before she could see him. Backing away from the door, he held his spearpoint ready. In the quiet between the thunder rolls, he waited.
The world turned white in a blast of power that threw him to the ground as the air thundered in his ears. He passed out.
When he opened his eyes, he found himself staring at flames surrounding him. The heat made it hard to breathe. The barn was on fire, trapping him inside.
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fifty
A Closed Heart


Brodia splashed some cold water on her face before returning to her chair at the kitchen table. All night she had slipped in or out of sleep. When the lightning struck the barn and set it on fire, she had stayed to finish off the killer when he tried to escape. Walking around the barn, she watched for the murderer and was surprised he never dared to run out. Could it be that the flash rendered him unconscious? By the Gods, she hoped so. Soon the heat was so bad she had to move his horse further away, and she couldn’t get closer than fifty feet of the barn. 
When the flames engulfed the entire barn, she walked away, certain he was dead. The only disappointment was that she hadn’t been able to spit on him as he died. But all the saved lives were reward enough. In the roar of the flames and thunder crash, she had screamed out her triumph over her mortal enemy.
Now, she was calmer as the sky was graying at last. It was only by the luck of the Gods she heard the horse neighing during the storm. The farmer’s claims they had no horses, coupled with the itch at the back of her neck, convinced her that the tall man was stalking her.
She didn’t have the weapons to kill the tall apprentice, so she cursed Preem once again for not teaching her what she needed to know. The killer blocked all her strikes until she thought to distract him by throwing chickens and a pitchfork at him. It had been close until the Gods finally spoke with a single flash of lightning. 
As the sky brightened to illuminate the kitchen, the farmer’s wife joined her. “Have you been awake all night, my dear?” Brodia nodded, stretching to wake up her sore muscles. “Do you think he’s dead?” the wife asked.
Brodia nodded. “I will kick through the ashes when it’s fully light.”
“Not before I feed you.” The wife bustled around the kitchen to fix some hot food plus herbal tea.
As Brodia and the wife sipped tea, Brodia had time to reflect on her plans. The sight of those spearpoints had scared her witless last night. Could she teach herself how to create one? She was an orphan apprentice now, with no master, so she would have to teach herself.
“Before you go, you should put on a dress,” the wife, Amolia, said. “I have one that fit my daughter before she was married. Not any longer though, two children will do that to your body.”
“Thank you, but I wouldn’t want to impose on you. I still have the dress I was wearing before. Or I could just stay in these clothes.”
“We know who you are.” Amolia fiddled with her teacup as she spoke. “The officials are looking for a young woman in men’s clothes with a green beret. Please don’t make it easy for them. We all want you to keep doing what you’ve done.”
“But, it’s because of me that the tall man came to your home. He’d have killed you both, and it would have been my fault,” Brodia said.
“If evil wants to kill you, then it must be because you’re good. It’s not your fault evil follows you.” Amolia smiled at Brodia, patting her hand. “I’ve never felt hope before like I do now.”
“I’ve met women that wouldn’t agree with you. Some of them want me to go away, never again to challenge the sanctity of men’s rights.”
“Pish, my dear. Sanctity is for the Gods alone. Men are not gods. If you are doing wrong, then the Gods will stop you. But Amira loves you, of that I’m certain.”
Amolia got up from the table, leaving Brodia to eat her breakfast. The wife returned with a dark blue dress with light blue trim. Brodia thanked her before pulling the dress over her still damp clothes. A few adjustments in the back, and it felt like it was made for her.
The farmer joined them at the table. “You should tell the patrol that the Western Strangler was killed by lightning,” Brodia told the man. She didn’t add that Grand Wizard Preem should come to check for his d’dec. In truth, she wasn’t sure that he even cared anymore.
After breakfast, Brodia bid the farmers goodbye. In the flat light of an overcast sky, she cautiously approached the still smoldering barn, searching for the killer’s tall horse. She found the place where she tied it up, but the horse was gone. The thunder must have scared it off. It was a pity; she had hoped for a faster way to leave this area. 
The barn’s ruins were too hot to check for any human bones. So, with a brief sigh, Brodia began walking east, keeping away from the Big Oak Road and the village itself. Within a couple of hands, she was well beyond the village.
All day she paralleled the East Road toward the Jongiloc border, Vosj’s fifth and poorest kingdom. As the evening closed in, she didn’t risk a fire. Instead, she buried herself inside a small clump of bushes to sleep soundly after the deprivation of the previous night.
In the morning, her body was stiff, but her mind refreshed. The road past Big Oak headed south mostly, and she decided it would be best to get as far as she could from this road. She turned west into the farmlands, following some cart tracks until she reached a grove of trees. Here she sat, resting her back against a young beech tree to think about her options. Despite her fervent wishes, Preem had not come. The presence of patrols trying to arrest her had not prompted him to find her. Nor had the existence of the Tall Apprentice trying to kill her moved his heart.
She was still a Defender of Vosj, and she would take back the full meaning of that title by protecting the poor of any kingdom. That idea alone gave her renewed strength. She would teach herself new magic methods just as she had taught herself nanuj. Each night she would make herself stronger, not because Preem wanted it, but because the young girls of Vosj, needed it. 
She closed her heart to her Zenii as she wondered about the farmlands. I will not be a hero without a clue.
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Interview


Have you always been a fan of fantasy? 
As a young man I was an avid reader of both science fiction and fantasy. But in my mid-twenties the pressures of work and family robbed me of the time to read. I did not start reading again until my children were in college, and I chanced to see the paperback copy of “Eye of the World” by Robert Jordan. The world of the Aes Sedai instantly captivated me, and I soon read the first six books (which were all that were published at that time).
So, it was the late great Robert Jordan that pulled me back into the wonderful world of speculative fiction, and that series has always held a special place in my heart.
Where did the idea for Defender of Vosj come from?
I was writing an anthology of fourteen short stories. Each was to be inspired by a title from the Wheel of Time series. The story that gave me the greatest difficulty to begin was the one to be inspired by the book title “Towers of Midnight”. Every idea I had, began with the towers being castle towers or watch towers, and I felt this was too close to the idea in the original book.
Then one day I thought about the towers being spaceships. From there I instantly thought about wizards taking magic from them, and a young girl being an apprentice to such a wizard. Within a day I had the idea roughed out in my head, I even knew the name of the girl, Brodia. To say it was a tidal wave of ideas would be an understatement. Never has a story idea so written itself as this one did. In a fortnight I had drafted a novella-length story.
But I also had the nagging feeling that Brodia had much more to say. But I needed the story to complete my anthology. For two months I went back and forth between keeping the novella for my anthology or expanding the novella into a novel. In the end, the novel won out, and I wrote a new novella that explored how apprentice Preem first learned to fly.
What were the biggest challenges in writing DoV?
I drafted the story four years ago and by the time I finished it the story was about 200,000 words. My editor said it was too long for a debut novel. I couldn’t leave vast swaths of Brodia’s story on the cutting room floor. So, after some failed attempts to reduce it, I had to split it in half. That required a new ending to the first half and a new beginning for the second story in the series.
In the end, it allowed me to further challenge Brodia and give her more room to explore her separation from Wizard Preem.
What did you enjoy about writing DoV?
Every author hopes to find a character they can fall in love with. You see it in George R.R. Martin’s Daenerys Targaryen and Jon Snow (later he fell in love with Arya Stark). The result is prose that flows from the heart as the character passes through trial after trial to build their character. The writing gods blessed me with Brodia. The seventeen-year-old farm girl who has had the same impact on me. Her story was a pleasure to write, and she is champing at the bit to have the world read it too.
What can we expect from the Defenders series?
The readers can expect to see Brodia face many challenges as the wizard war between Harpin and Otanic expands. Things will not go her way as she tests the wizard rules and what is possible. The war will sweep across the three kingdoms of Otanic, Harpin, and Jongiloc. New key characters will enter the fray. And not everyone will survive.
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Coming soon in the Defenders of Vosj series... 
The Fifth Kingdom
Journeyman Wizard
The Four Crowns
Green Valley
Battle of Lowmouth
Black Wizard
Potter’s Field for Wizards




Chapter 1 of The Fifth Kingdom


On the planet Vosj, in the fourth kingdom, Brodia would soon find herself tied to the top of a Brotherhood pyre. 
However, a week before that day, she completed her work for the day in a rich farmer’s barn. Wearing her preferred men’s clothes and pear-green beret, she strode across the farmyard as the rain fell in big drops making small craters in the soft soil. Eleven-year-old Julani ran ahead, giggling as she tried to dodge the water droplets.
It was Brodia’s first day at this farm, but the farmer’s youngest daughter was already in hero-worship love with Brodia. She wasn’t sure if she liked this much attention. While the son, Habort, seemed just as infatuated, though she doubted it was hero-worship. The boy was two years younger than Brodia’s best friend, Hirin, who she’d left behind in Widemouth. Hobart followed her across the yard as if getting wet meant nothing to him. The air smelled fresh, lifting Brodia’s spirits as if the rain washed away her concerns about being abandoned by the man she loved.
The farmhouse was freshly painted in white with dark green window boxes under the kitchen’s windows. Julani pulled open the kitchen door painted in the same dark green. It afforded Brodia a glimpse of the kitchen as she approached the open door. The flash of pale yellow froze her steps. She quickly ducked to the side, out of sight of the men talking in the kitchen. Dressed as she was, it would be death to enter a room with a Daffodil.
Habort bumped into her accidentally. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I should dress better for dinner.”
“I’ll go with you,” he offered. But when Brodia suggested he could hold her hand while she went to the outhouse, the boy’s face turned red as he mumbled something before going into the kitchen.
Back in the barn by herself, Brodia pulled on her dark-blue dress with light-blue trim. It hid the blackened wand she carried in her belt. After stuffing her green beret under the straw, she strode back to the kitchen door. She couldn’t avoid meeting with the Brotherhood, but it still sent chills down her spine. She hated these kidnappers of young girls above all other men.
Inside the farm’s large kitchen, the farmer, Pavel, talked to a member of the Brotherhood Against Wizardry. Or a Daffodil to the many who despised them. With some luck, her blue dress disguise would hold.
This farm was more than a league west of the Longford Road from Big Oak and fifteen leagues from Kefnu. She had hoped it was far away from the areas the Brotherhood frequented. She dropped her gaze meekly before shuffling over to help the farmer’s wife at the firepit.
Besides the Daffodils, she also feared the King’s Patrol would arrest her for hurting a man in Kefnu. However, she had eliminated her greatest threat. Several days ago, she watched a barn burn to the ground and with it the life of the tall apprentice who was determined to not only kill young girls but also had made it a mission to kill Brodia. Twice they clashed; each time Brodia had survived the encounter, though she’d be a fool to claim she had been strong enough to defeat him on equal ground.
Pavel introduced the member of the Brotherhood as Brother Amar, who said he had camped his group in the west pasture. Brodia made a mental note to keep far away from that pasture. If the Brotherhood knew who she was, they would burn her alive.
Soon the evening meal was ready, so Brodia sat at the large kitchen table, where everyone sat according to their rank in the family. The father sat at the head with Habort opposite the Daffodil. Next came Klupio facing her little sister Julani. Last came Brodia, sitting next to Julani. The mother sat at the foot of the table, near the firepit. Brodia didn’t care much for the eldest daughter, who was convinced she already knew everything essential and was happy to remind Brodia of this fact several times during the day.
Klupio was in a heated exchange with her father about the marriage contract, while the Daffodil watched Klupio closely. To Brodia’s surprise, Klupio glanced at her twice as if asking for help in the argument. Klupio’s left hand rested palm-up on the table; she touched her thumb to the top pad of her little finger. It was the secret sign of the Fourth Daughters. Brodia considered herself a Defender of Vosj, one of only three people who could make that claim. As such, she knew it would be wrong to also belong to the Fourth Daughters, though she agreed with their philosophy that women had the right to choose their husbands.
As Brodia tried to join the conversation, the mother got up from the table to go to the firepit. “Brodia, can you help me with the roasted chicken?” she said over her shoulder. Brodia hurried to help slide the chicken off the spit onto the large metal serving plate. “I think I know who you are,” the mother whispered. “Be careful around Pa. He’s set in his ways. I’ll not see Klupio or Julani whipped because they want a better life.” Brodia nodded before taking the chicken to the table.
Brodia returned to her seat deep in thought over the fourteen-year-old. She was fast approaching marrying age. Brodia sympathized with Klupio’s feelings of helplessness. As father and daughter continued to argue under the watchful eyes of the Daffodil, Brodia made her decision.
“Klupio, you should listen to your father,” Brodia said. The Daffodil leaned forward to stare at her, but Brodia continued to give her advice. “A woman should bring in the money from a marriage contract; it’s their duty.”
Klupio glared at her, her face a mixture of betrayal and hatred. When the Daffodil turned his attention back to Klupio, Brodia placed her left hand, palm up, on the table, touching her thumb to the tip of her little finger. Klupio’s face changed to bewilderment, then a touch of understanding. Finally, she gave the slightest nod before telling her father she would follow the normal tradition of the marriage contract.
Pavel nodded toward Brodia, but Julani’s expression had changed to loathing toward Brodia. It was a necessary consequence. At least Brodia had stopped the battle between Klupio and her father for now. Soon she’d sit down with Klupio to help her find a better solution than just butting heads with her pa like two goats.
Brodia decided to change the subject of the dinnertime discussion. “Brother Amar, I heard rumors that the Western Strangler is dead. Is this true?”
“The story is that a farmer claimed to see him enter their barn during a thunderstorm. When lightning set the barn on fire, the killer was burned to death. A fitting end to a monster,” Brother Amar replied, happy to talk of matters that affected the realm instead of a small farming family’s internal strife. “However, we still await confirmation from the Palace.”
“Good, riddance” Pavel said. “I had feared for my daughters’ lives.”
Brodia listened to the ensuing conversation with half an ear. Her mind swirled around the idea that the killer’s death hadn’t been confirmed yet. The conversation at the head of the table evolved into the rumors of Harpin preparing to invade Otanic. Brodia knew these stories were true, but Brother Amar dismissed them as if indifferent, claiming Grand Wizard Preem would destroy them just as Sarn the Sage did once before.
Brodia wanted to scream at the Brother that Harpin also had a wizard and that Otanic wasn’t ready. She would like to say it was her duty to defend Otanic, to lay down her life, which was much more than he would ever do. But all she said was, “We all trust Wizard Preem will stop them.” However, the realization that people thought Otanic was safe gave her chills. Should I return to Kefnu? But, in the end she decided to leave it in Preem’s hands if she was wanted or not.
[image: image-placeholder]Later, Brodia spread out her blanket on some straw in the barn. The rain had finally stopped, leaving the air outside the barn smelling clean. Tomorrow, she would go, but not before she found a chance to talk to Klupio in private. After today's work in this barn, her purse held two more silver crowns. Her only regret was the look of disdain Julani sent Brodia’s way when she supported the father in the idea of a marriage contract. She wondered if the father knew he had another rebel daughter growing up in his house. Hopefully, in time, Julani will understand why Brodia did what she did. As Preem told her once, being a hero came with responsibilities.
The barn was full of stark shadows and broad patches of darkness. The only light was a candle in a small lantern she hung from a peg on a wooden post holding up the loft above her. The earthy smells of the horse in the nearby stall comforted her. The evening had been a challenge that left her thinking about the coming war with Harpin. 
Before she could blow out the candle to undress, she heard shuffling steps. Habort came into the barn. Brodia sat on a log as he flopped on the straw beside her. The boy was nice, but she didn’t relish his company this evening. She watched him with some concern.
“Are you leaving tomorrow?” he asked. Brodia limited her response to a slight nod as she wondered what he wanted. “You’re very pretty.” The boy was as tall as Hirin. He kept his dark brown hair short, like his father.
“Thank you,” Brodia replied. He had shown her respect so far, which meant much more to her than any compliments. “Though many women from my village would disagree with you,” she added.
“Who cares what women think,” he said casually. “It’s what a man thinks that’s important.” His off-hand comment angered her, even though he may have meant it to please her. Still, his words echoed a sentiment she’d heard many times from her father. “Brodia, don’t go,” he said suddenly. “I love you. I want to marry you.”
His words shouldn’t have surprised her, but they did. She searched her mind for a diplomatic escape. “I don’t think your Pa would agree. I don’t think he wants you to marry an ordinary farmgirl.”
“I don’t care,” he said quickly. “It’s my life and my decision.” He paused for a moment. “I have four crowns saved.” He put his hand on her ankle. “We can use them for ourselves. I have the right to offer the marriage contract. You can’t refuse it.”
“Don’t,” she snapped when his hand slipped up to her calf. He let go. “I doubt that my Pa would agree,” she lied smoothly. “He’s already turned down a boy who offered six crowns.” Brodia lay on her blanket. “You should go now so that I can get some sleep.” 
Habort looked devastated. “But I love you.” He reached to straddle her body with his arms as he leaned in to kiss her. Brodia got her hands on his chest to hold him off. Habort smiled and said, “I can get the money; then we can be married here.”
“Don’t be a foolish rooster, Habort. I’m not a woman you can force yourself on. If you want a good wife, you must learn to listen to them. And you aren’t listening to me right now.”
“I want to marry you properly. I love you, Brodia.”
“You’ll find another girl to love. But if you insist, you must go to the village to offer the marriage contract to my father,” she lied, knowing her father was almost a hundred leagues from there. Habort sat back on his haunches. “You’re a nice boy,” she added, knowing it wouldn’t be what he wanted to hear.
He slumped back out of the barn. Brodia realized that his coming tonight had helped her understand that despite her firm commitment to running away, she still wanted Preem to find her. She still yearned for his touch, making her even more furious with him. What would her role be in the war? The thought of fighting alone left her struggling to think of herself as worthy of being a Defender. If only Preem would come for her.
After Habort left, Brodia unbuttoned her blue dress to step out of it, leaving herself dressed in the boy's clothes she preferred to wear. For the second time, she went to blow out the candle. However, another dark shape came into the barn. This time it was Klupio, wearing a dark red cloak with a hood.
“I didn’t think the buffoon would ever leave.” Klupio knelt on the straw beside Brodia, touching the pants Brodia wore. Then she ran her finger along the metal handle of the knife Brodia carried in her belt. “I know you’re that woman the Daughters call the Breasted Boy. What should I do?”
The nickname surprised Brodia, she hadn’t thought anyone would care that much. Still, Klupio’s question deserved a good answer, so she thought for a moment. Here was a girl with a problem like her own. Brodia had fought with her father every day over the marriage contract. “You must act like you agree with your Pa. Do as he says and don’t fight with him.”
“How will that help. He’ll have me married off in less than a month.” Klupio looked to be on the verge of tears.
“There’s more than one way to cook an egg,” Brodia said. Klupio looked confused, so Brodia added, “Agreeing with your father won’t stop his plans, but it might make him complacent so you can run away. He must watch you like a fox watches the hens.” Klupio nodded in agreement. “My father did the same to me, even had the Daffodils watching me.”
“But you escaped in the end,” Klupio said. In a whisper, she added, “Did you use this knife to get away?”
Brodia shook her head as she pulled out the knife with a blade that never dulled. After giving it to Klupio to hold, Brodia described how she was returning from the Barrens when she found it in the legendary city of Ash’tin. Ruins that compelled any visitor into a forever sleep. It was the place where the first wizards were women. By the luck of the Gods, she and Preem escaped the deathly sleep.
Klupio listened to the story as she studied the knife with the unusual handle. “You’ve been to the Western Mountains. That is so romantic.”
“It was freezing, and the air was too thin to breathe. Every night the screams of the Arrox kept me awake,” Brodia said. “Romantic is not the word I would use. Though there was a lake that was tranquil to sit beside.” Brodia paused as she recalled her spiritual transformation in those barren mountains. “When I returned from the Barrens, I was no longer a hot-headed farmgirl.”
“Now you can do magic, right?” Klupio asked.
Brodia didn’t want to admit to her illegal abilities. So, she changed the subject. “Be careful around the Brotherhood. That man noticed your Fourth Daughters sign. If they catch you alone, they will kidnap you.” Klupio nodded her understanding. Brodia asked, “Is there a boy here that you like?”
Klupio shook her head. “Not boys.”
“I see.” Brodia thought about the problem. If Klupio were to be the suitor, she would need money to pay for a marriage contract, which wasn’t likely. “I know an innkeeper who may hire you if you use my name.” Klupio smiled with her whole face at these words. “If you are determined to run away, then try the Raven’s Revenge past Kefnu on the road to Twin Rocks. The landlady there, Quilana, is a friend. She’ll help you.”
“I’ll have to go through the city,” Klupio said, unable to keep the concern from her voice. “I hate the city.”
“Go through it just after sunrise. You’ll be through before most people are awake,” Brodia replied. She paused, wondering if she should give additional advice. Seeing her younger self in Klupio’s resolve, she added, “Stay away from the city as much as you can. If Harpin invades, it’ll be a dangerous place.”
“That Daffodil didn’t think there was much chance of Harpin invading.”
“I know things he doesn’t,” Brodia said. “Stay away from the city as much as you can. And if Harpin does invade, go west to Narbend. That village is too poor for Harpin to care about.”
“Thank you,” Klupio said, rocking back onto her feet.
“Go with the Gods,” Brodia said softly. “And keep far away from the Daffodils, for they will do you harm if they catch you.”
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia sat at the kitchen table in the candlelight. Vosj’s red sun was still only a rumor to rise in the east as the family ate breakfast. The table was more crowded than it was for dinner as the two farm helpers also had a place. But Brother Amar was absent, much to Brodia’s relief. She still sat closest to the mother. This daily ritual pulled up all Brodia’s memories of living on her family’s farm. She didn’t miss life on that farm with her hateful father, but she did miss having breakfast with her mother before the sun rose. It was the time when the family felt the hope of a new day. By the evening meal, the slog of farming in the fields had ground down all those dreams.
By the end of breakfast, the clouds on the eastern horizon were deep red from the sun. The farmer and two helpers set off for the fields. Brodia returned to the barn to prepare to leave. She spent some time last night deciding what direction she should go. Will she continue her journey east toward Jongiloc or stay near Big Oak in case Preem came for her? She had decided to stay in this area but away from the Brotherhood. She was still a Defender and would be close if Harpin’s grand wizard came south. She owed it to her mother, plus all the women who would be violated by Harpin’s invading armies. All the women, except that orange bitch, Princess Foliana.
As Brodia rolled her blanket, Klupio came in to join her. The girl wore a deep-green frock with no trim and a matching green cap. She should be feeding the chickens, but instead, she said goodbye.
“I brought you this dress,” Klupio said. Over her arm, she carried a dark yellow frock. “I thought the blue dress looked dirty.” Klupio leaned out of the barn door to see if anyone was nearby. Then she whispered, “Besides, the Daffodils know about the blue dress.”
Brodia held the dress against her body. Klupio was taller than her, so the frock’s length was consistent with that. “Thank you,” she said. “Do you remember the innkeeper's name at the Raven’s Revenge?”
“Lady Quilana. I will prepare for a week or longer. Then I will leave while Pa is in the fields and Ma is baking bread for the week.”
“Good.” Brodia turned her back to Klupio. “Can you unbutton the back?” A minute later, she stepped out of the mud-stained blue dress.
When Brodia turned to face Klupio, the young woman had a broad smile on her face. “Can I hold it?” she asked. Brodia nodded, giving her the blackened wand to hold. Klupio held it like a delicate kitten before waving it in the air. “Are you a member of the Fourth Daughters too?”
“No. But one day, I will be an advisor to kings,” Brodia replied. “Then I’ll whisper in their ears to stop these edicts against women. I can do that best if I’m not a Fourth Daughter.”
Klupio nodded. “I think I understand.” 
She handed the wand back to Brodia, who stuffed it into her belt. She then pulled the dark yellow dress over her head to hide her men’s clothes. 
Brodia gave Klupio a long hug to say goodbye. “Remember, don’t make your father suspicious and stay away from the Brotherhood.” Klupio nodded her understanding.
Just as they separated, Habort dashed into the barn. “The Brotherhood is here.” He pointed toward the farmyard outside the barn doors.
The last thing Brodia needed was another meeting with this group sworn to kill her. She grabbed her blanket before climbing to the barn’s loft. The other two followed her up the ladder. The loft doors were barred closed, but she could peek through a gap in the doors. In the yard, she saw several men dressed in the familiar pale yellow of the Daffodils. She recognized the leader as the man at dinner last evening.
The mother talked to the men from the kitchen door, with Julani beside her. Altogether, Brodia counted sixteen men dressed in yellow smocks, plus two women with their hands tied behind their backs. One girl wore a deep-red dress while the other was in a light-blue dress. Brodia’s anger flashed at the Daffodils having prisoners, but she forced herself to remain calm.
“You should go and help your Ma,” Brodia said to Habort. “You must be the man of the house while your Pa’s in the fields.”
Brodia watched as Habort joined his mother in the yard. They continued to talk to Brother Amar. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but things didn’t seem agitated. She made herself ready if Brother Amar got interested in meeting the girl from dinner last night. After that meal, Brodia saw the Brotherhood as an enemy of Otanic, not just young women.
“Those poor women,” Klupio said from beside her. “What will they do to them?”
Brodia repeated what Preem told her once. “They will sell them as indentured servants or burn them alive.” Brodia still struggled to believe what her Zenii, the grand wizard of Otanic, told her.
“That can’t be true,“ Klupio whispered. “I heard they force them into marriage.”
“They get more money from indenturing them. And the rebellious ones. The ones like me or you, those they burn at the stake.” Brodia turned her head to look into Klupio’s eyes. “They caught me once and whipped me. Remember, don’t ever let them catch you.”
As she spoke softly to Klupio, the Daffodils began walking out of the farmyard. They were heading back toward the road. Brodia expected they would continue east with their prizes to sell the two girls in another village.
“Those poor women,” Klupio said once again.
Brodia climbed down the ladder from the loft. By the time she reached the bottom, she had changed her plans. When Klupio joined her, Brodia said, “I’m going to follow them. If I get a chance, I’ll free the two prisoners.”
“Can I come?” Klupio asked. Brodia shook her head. 
Then, after peeking through the barn door, she slipped into the yard and walked around the farmhouse. She found some bushes to hide in as the Daffodils walked along the farm tracks toward the road another league north of them.
Brodia mirrored the Daffodils, keeping to the edge of the fields, so a fence or line of bushes kept her hidden from any casual glance back by the Daffodils. After passing two crop fields, she heard some sounds behind her. Turning around, she saw Habort and Klupio half-running to catch up.
It was hard to decide if the sight pleased her or not. The last thing she wanted was responsibility for two more people. Yet the company would be welcome. Surely now she was committed to freeing those two girls, if only for the sake of her reputation.
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