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Dedication
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Defenders of Vosj:               Who’s Who



Here are the characters from the earlier books in the series. They are reintroduced here to allow new readers to enjoy the story going forward.
D’dec and d’sur: the source of a wizard’s power. The d’dec absorbed and concentrated the d’sur magical power of the planet. The d’dec was a twelve-sided object about the size of a blueberry.
Apprentice Brodia Raffun: Wizard Preem rescued Brodia from her abusive farmer father, making her an apprentice despite the rules against women. But a misunderstanding split them apart, leaving Brodia alone to defend herself against a psychotic killer of young girls. When Preem caught up to her, they settled their disagreements, and she continued to study magic under him.
Grand Wizard Preem Forma: Otanic’s Grand Wizard, Preem the Bone Crusher, saved a farmgirl with latent magical abilities. They fell in love, but as the king approved her as his apprentice, she ran away. He followed as she chased after a psychotic apprentice killing young girls. Preem reached her just as she killed the enemy apprentice; they made up and became partners again. Preem possessed a strawberry-sized d’dec that was more powerful than the blueberry-sized ones.
Apprentice Roon Namik: Roon was Preem’s second apprentice, despite having only one working arm. He was slower than Brodia but determined to guard her back in wizard battles. His family came from Kefnu, the capital city.












Count Quon of Broditch: Crippled by Wizard Sarn long ago, Quon still developed into a powerful grand wizard. His psychotic second apprentice was killed by Brodia, who he called an abomination. He still had Lihan and Alom as apprentices. His goal was to kill Preem so his liege, King Tarik of Harpin, could conquer Otanic.
Journeyman Wizard Lihan: Also known as the Gray Wizard, Wizard Lihan was Quon’s first apprentice. Brought up in a gentle family, he despised war and killing people. But Quon forced him to be more brutal toward people.
Princess Foliana of Otanic: Princess Foliana was the daughter of Otanic’s King Attim. She loved Preem and hated Brodia until they were forced to work together to survive a Harpin attempt to kidnap her. She gave Preem the salamander brooch, which he later gave to Brodia.
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 A Hostile Wind


In Vosj’s fourth kingdom, during the ninth year of King Attim’s reign, eighteen-year-old Brodia would soon drown in a storm-tossed sea. 
But before then, she stood in a merchant ship’s waist with a two-handed grip on the gunwale as the ship pitched in the violent sea. The wind whipped around her as she watched the blue-gray waves race along the ship’s side. Before the wind took it, she stuffed her famous pear-green beret inside her brown jerkin. Her beetle-black hair blew around her head, leaving strands stuck to her face.
The creaking wood and wind whistling through the rigging was background noise as she watched the rolling sea. While everything fascinated her, it also reminded her that she was stuck. After several months of mentally exhausting effort, she had finally split the d’sur fist. It was a single split, giving her two magical fists. To fly, she needed a second split. She found no way to accomplish this despite Zenii’s constant haranguing. For the last week, she’d made no progress with her magic, leaving her repeating each day like a chicken pecking at seeds in the dirt. 
She wanted to fly. She needed to fly. ‘More power,’ he kept telling her, but where could she get that power? Months ago, she reached the limit of how far she could hold the wand from her head, which meant her arms were too short to further increase her power.
She watched as the crew took in the topsail with the jib while the relentless wind picked up speed. The only remaining canvas was the wet mainsail puffed out in the wind, threatening to rip into shreds. The power thrilled and scared her at the same time. Brodia stayed at the gunwale, flexing her knees to absorb the pitching deck. It had been months since she felt this alive.
“You still out here, Squirrel?” a voice called from behind.
Even in the wind’s roar, she didn’t need to turn to know who it was. “Aye, Zenii. It’s magnificent in a frightening way. The power of the Five Gods is here for all to see.”
Grand Wizard Preem placed his black hands on the railing beside her. “Master Roon would disagree as he suffers from the sickness of the sea.”
Brodia glanced up as the mainsail above snapped sharply when a ripple ran across the canvas. How long before the crew had to reef it or lose it? Turning her gaze to the waves, she smiled at the thought of her friend sitting in the cabin, retching on an empty stomach. There was a certain pride at not feeling that sickness, though she also knew it was only the will of the Gods that had made her immune.
She wondered about the other passengers. “And his highness?” she asked her teacher, dressed in his long brown leather coat with the collar turned against the sea spray. He’d left his distinctive hat in the cabin letting his frizzy black hair get soaked.
“The king remains in his cabin with the queen. We must be ready in case this storm gets worse.”
“I can see the fear in the eyes of the ship’s crew,” she yelled. “You grew up by the sea. Is this a bad storm?” 
“Even though the sea was all I knew, I never went out in a fishing boat. It seemed we lost a fisherman to the sea each year.” Preem paused, so she waited. A year as his apprentice had taught her to be patient with this man she loved above everything else. “The sea is a cruel lord. He provides the fish we eat but charges a heavy price in the lives of those who sail on him.”
“And this storm,” she said, “is it normal?”
“Only once did I see something like this. The sea storm is a mystery to everyone living near the coast. It comes with little warning, destroying the shoreline before it leaves even quicker than it arrived.” He paused as a powerful gust battered them. “It reminds us of the power that the Gods wield. It makes our magic puny in comparison.”
Brodia allowed his words to settle on her soul as she looked at the waves as high as the gunwale racing past the ship. It was stunning in its power. She imagined the Halls of the Gods surrounded by a moat with waves like these. Being a farmer’s daughter, she imagined the sea as a wet version of the land. But now she saw it was entirely different. The land wasn’t something to fear, but the sea demanded respect. Otherwise, it would destroy you.
The sky was darkening despite it being midafternoon. Would she get any sleep tonight? “Will it get worse?” she asked.
“We live by the will of the Gods,” he responded. “I believe it will grow in strength before it hits the shore. A sea storm hit my village when I was fourteen. It destroyed half the fishing boats, lifting them onto the rocks. But no fishermen were stupid enough to be fishing that day. Still, we lost a cottage along with its family.” Even yelling over the wind, she heard the melancholy in his voice. 
“I’ve never seen your village; is it nice?” she asked, to change the subject.
“Indeed. The sea and village changed each season. Hardly a day was the same as the previous one. I miss the changing seasons the most.”
Together they watched the waves. Most now had a white top that was level with her eyes. The ship pitched up one wave, only to slide down its back before rising again. A sharp whistle cut through the wind’s constant drone through the rigging and the snap of the mainsail.
The crew swarmed out the hatch in the middle of the waist deck. “Reef the main,” a man screamed from the quarterdeck.
She watched the bare-foot men scramble up the ratlines to the lower yardarm. Instinctively, she engaged the darkness of her d’dec in the tip of her blackened wand tucked in her belt. Preem did the same with the mastyon at his side. The single split was still more of a gimmick than a worthwhile technique, so she kept to a single d’sur gripping fist.
Across the yardarm, the brave sailors began reaching over to haul in the wet mainsail. As she faced forward, watching the men above her, the wind blew her hair into her face. She concentrated on the men, ready with a gripping-fist if they fell. But they got the mainsail in without incident. The soaked sailors clambered down to the relative safety of the rolling deck.
“You should get below, Sir Wizard,” an officer said as crew members fixed heavy ropes fore and aft along the deck.
“Can I help?” Preem called over the wind. “It’s getting worse.”
“Much worse. But we’ll ride it out; we’ve got the storm anchor out to keep us before the wind.” The officer pointed toward the door under the quarterdeck. “Captain’s in his cabin, sir.”
“Come, Brodia. We’ll see if we can offer any help.”
She followed Preem through the low door into the cabins. It was good to be out of the spray. But she found the cramped space below deck oppressive, especially in wet clothes. Preem tapped on Captain Muleb’s door with his mastyon before entering.
“Sir Wizard,” the captain acknowledged from behind his small desk, ignoring Brodia. Some things never changed. “What can I do for you? As you can see, we’re busy.”
Preem ignored the captain’s dismissive tone, asking, “Is there anything we can do to help you, captain?”
“Can you stop this storm?” Captain Muleb said. Brodia almost jumped in but knew any opinion she offered would harden the captain’s resolve. “Or calm the sea?” the captain added.
“I am a wizard, Captain. Not a God,” Preem responded, keeping his voice benevolent. As always, Zenii impressed Brodia with his refusal to get into petty fights. “What are your thoughts on this sea storm?” he asked. “Will it blow out soon?”
The ship’s captain nodded as if acknowledging he’d been improper. “This looks to be a bad one. The wind’s been shifting as it gets stronger. It’ll get much worse before it blows out.”
“Can we help with anything on your ship?”
Preem’s repeated question seemed to surprise Captain Muleb. He shook his head at first but then changed his mind. “We’ve done all we can for now, Sir Wizard. However, this storm has pushed us far west of Otanmouth. Now, we’re close to the south coast cliffs while the wind continues to blow us that way. Things could get far worse if we get caught on the lee shore.”
“How long?”
“A few hands. We could flounder on the rocks if the wind doesn’t ease by this evening.”
“We’ll be in our cabin, awaiting your orders, Captain.”
As she lurched back to their cabin, Brodia wondered what it would be like if the ship hit the rocks. She thought it would look strange to see it resting on some rocks. Then she remembered stories from her schoolbooks of ships broken into driftwood on rocky shores. Once again, her failure to fly haunted her thoughts.
[image: image-placeholder]The deck pitched unevenly as she held onto a bulkhead. Poor Roon sat groaning in the corner, asking her to kill him as he held his head in his only working hand. She shook her head at the forlorn boy. There would be no mercy killing today, she told him.
Without warning, the rhythm changed. No longer pitching fore and aft, it pitched from side to side.
“We’ve broached!” Preem called from the bunk, where he sat with his mastyon resting across his knees. “The storm anchor is gone.”
“That sounds bad?” Brodia half-asked, not knowing the nautical language.
“The ship’s turned side on to the wind. It will flounder on the rocks.” Preem steadied himself. “I must see to the king and queen.”
“Zenii, I can bring their highnesses to the deck. Is it possible to turn the ship again?”
“It’s my duty to save the king.” Preem stood at the door, ready to leave.
Brodia stood beside him, holding onto a beam that passed a few inches above her head. “It takes small magic to bring the king out from his cabin, but it takes big magic to save the ship.”
Preem understood in an instant. “See to their highnesses. I’ll take master Roon on deck to see what I can do. Be quick, Squirrel.”
Brodia nodded before rushing down the gangway to the back cabin where their highnesses stayed. She knocked on the door but didn’t wait for a response. Inside she found the queen tending to King Attim, who sat on the bunk holding his head in his hands. Brodia saw a trickle of blood seeping through the king’s fingers. Above her head, the pounding of feet resonated through the wooden deck that groaned under the strain of the wind hitting it side-on.
“Sire, we have to leave,” she said. The king didn’t move. “Wizard Preem says the ship will flounder on the rocks.”
“So true,” the King said, glancing up. His eyes weren’t focused on her. “The Palace is as strong as a rock.”
“No, your highness. The rocks will destroy this ship. I’m to take you both on deck.”
“Of course, the Palace is made of stone. I’ve sat on this throne for years without it sinking.”
“I ... er.” Brodia glanced at Queen Thalia, who stood slightly stooped under the low ceiling. The queen steadied herself by resting one hand on a low beam. Then she touched her head before pointing to a low beam. Brodia understood.
“We must get outside, so Wizard Preem can fly you both to safety,” Brodia said to the queen, who nodded.
“Come, dear,” Thalia said to her husband. Brodia wasn’t sure if she could touch the king’s body. But after a moment’s hesitation, she decided it didn’t matter, so she eased him up with her hand under his elbow. The ship lurched, sending the king sprawling on the floor with her.
Brodia formed a cocoon with her d’sur waves, wrapping it around the king. She used it to fly him out of the cabin without hitting anything else. Queen Thalia staggered behind as the ship pitched randomly from side to side. As they made their way along the short gangway, a sudden pitch threw Brodia against a door frame, hitting her head hard. Still, she kept the cocoon around the king as she resisted the temptation to feel if her head was bleeding.
“Nothing can destroy the Palace made of stone,” King Attim said firmly. Brodia ignored him, hoping none of the sailors could hear, for most people thought of him as close to a God as any mortal man could be.
Captain Muleb appeared in front of her. “What are you doing?” he yelled above the sound of the wind, waves, and creaking wood.
“We must get their highnesses on deck so Preem can fly them to safety. Can you help the queen?”
For a moment, the captain looked determined to stop her. Then he eased back to aid the queen, who struggled to pass along the wildly pitching gangway. The blow to Brodia’s head made her faint, making everything seem like a dream.
Finally, she reached the door to the ship’s waist. Outside, the cold, windswept spray brought her senses back. She gazed at the chaos that ruled the doomed ship as it rolled violently from side to side. It was night as the rain swept across the vessel, almost blinding her. 
Beside her, she saw Preem holding Roon while keeping his mastyon out to the side. She sensed the powerful magic he wielded. “Is it working?” she yelled as loud as she could. It felt as if the wind stole away her words as soon as they left her mouth. Preem’s grim expression was answer enough.
The captain stood on her other side, holding the queen’s arm. He yelled, “We must get them to our cutter. It’s the best chance.”
“If the grand wizard can’t save the ship, he’ll fly them away with the crew,” Brodia yelled back. “We must stay here where he can see us.”
[image: image-placeholder]Crazy minutes passed as the ship rocked from side to side. Twice, Brodia was confident the boat would go under as a wave swept across the deck. She concentrated on keeping the king wrapped in her cocoon.
Brodia heard a sickening crunch as the deck heaved. She pitched backward into the bulkhead, taking another blow to her head before sinking to her knees. Somehow, she kept the king in his cocoon. Queen Thalia helped her back to her feet. No words were needed as they fought to survive from one minute to the next. 
Surprisingly, she heard Preem yell to the captain. “Are these the Clovermouth Shoals?”
“Can’t say for sure, but it’s possible,” Captain Muleb yelled back. Brodia’s mind wasn’t clear, but she knew she should remember the name Clovermouth from somewhere. But she concentrated on keeping her cocoon around the king.
“I’ll fly everyone ashore; this ship is doomed.” Zenii formed a lifting-hand with his d’dec, picking up a subdued Roon to sit in front of him. Brodia lifted the king to lay him beside Preem. Then she helped the queen onto the invisible platform. Preem turned back to the captain. “Come with me now, captain?”
“I’ll stay with my ship, Sir Wizard.”
“You should go with us,” Brodia called out. “Wizard Preem can fly us all to safety.”
“No.” The captain was adamant that other crew members may be onboard, so he’d not abandon the ship.
Brodia knew time was running short for the ship, and Zenii had to leave now. “I’ll stay to save all I can, Zenii,” Brodia called out. Preem reached out magically to pluck two sailors running across the deck. He lifted them onto his platform, hovering five feet above the tilted deck. At least the ship had stopped pitching from side to side. She snagged one sailor lying unconscious near her, lifting him onto Preem’s platform.
“I’ll come back,” Preem called out. Then he disappeared on his platform into the night’s stinging rain.
Brodia had Captain Muleb beside her, plus another sailor. “Where is the rest of your crew, Captain?”
“We’re all topside. The sea has washed some men overboard. We three are all that’s left on board.”
The man’s words confused her. “But you said there were others.”
“I’m the ship's captain. You can fly seaman Sanun here to safety.”
“You fool,” she yelled back. “What does the realm gain from your death? You’re a good captain. With the war coming, we need all the good officers we can get.” But the captain still shook his head. “Captain, you have a duty to your king.”
She looked at the young sailor, who shook his head, asking, “Can you fly us ashore, miss, like Wizard Preem?”
“No, I haven’t learned that yet. I can protect us fr –” She heard a sharp crack above and looked in time to see the top of the mast coming toward her. She formed a shield to cover them all. The topmast plus rigging crashed into the shield, jarring her, but her magical shield held. Leaving them surrounded by splintered wood, ropes, and heavy tackles.
She heard more loud cracks as the waves ground the ship like a nut in a mortar. All she could do was form a cocoon around them and wait in the utter darkness. For reasons she couldn’t explain, she wrapped a broken spar within her cocoon. It was as if she knew they’d need buoyancy at some point. They remained huddled, none saying a word over the howling sea. At least the rain didn’t penetrate her cocoon.
A huge wave breached the ship’s side sweeping them into the sea. Brodia concentrated on holding the cocoon to keep them bundled together like a sheaf of wheat.
A terrifying ordeal began for Brodia as she protected the group in the violent sea. At the top of each wave, the wind pushed her cocoon under the frothy sea. The cold stole all the energy from her body. Then sliding down the back of the wave, the group resurfaced. The trough sheltered them from the wind for scant seconds. Then the next wave started the cycle once more. It was a nightmare measured in the rhythm of the racing waves. How close was she to shore?
The first two waves almost drowned her. But on the third, she remembered to take a deep breath before reaching the wave's crest. Sliding down the fourth wave, she grasped her blackened wand’s end. If she lost it, all three would drown.
In the sea’s rhythm of death, she calmed her mind, keeping them wrapped in her large cocoon. As a Defender of Vosj, she wouldn’t give in without a fight to the death. Only, she wasn’t fighting. She was surviving. Zenii needed her in the war that would soon sweep down from Harpin like one of these monstrous waves. The realm’s young women needed her to save them from the invading soldiers who would violate them repeatedly.
Up to the top of a wave, she bobbed with the group. Brodia took a deep breath before looking around. All she saw was blackness. A flash of lightning momentarily illuminated the desert of rolling waves ahead of her with no sign of a shoreline. Then she was underwater again and had to wait for the trough to breathe again.
“Preem won’t forget us,” she yelled in the relative quiet of the trough. She hoped she was telling them the truth. The captain no longer complained about dying with his ship. But her doubts kept coming back as she couldn’t shake the sense of failure at being unable to fly.
Brodia had no idea how often she was lifted to the top for a quick breath, then down again with a fear that this could be the last time. The cold sapped her will to fight. The top of a wave curled over, dousing her in foaming seawater. She took in a mouthful of foul-tasting water. Then she was down in the trough coughing. She endured another mouthful of saltwater at the top of the next wave. Her panic rose. She wasn’t going to make it. Would her Ma even know what happened to her daughter? Another mouthful. Then she lost count.
She was underwater, looking at Yarin’s face as it merged with the image of the girl she had failed to save in the forest near Big Oak. Then the darkness of the sea covered her mind.
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Too Late


Preem swept his flying platform up and over the cliffs into the dark, horizontal rain that hampered his vision. The frequent lightning flashes helped him avoid immediate dangers as he flew over the land. 
Fearing for Brodia on the stricken ship, he considered leaving his precious cargo here by the top of the cliff. Instead, he reached out his d’sur waves mind to find any buildings. There, to his left, he discerned the shape of low cottages huddled together against this sea storm.
Latching a gripping fist on one of the cottages, he pulled the platform fast through the rain. Soon he could see a few houses illuminated by a double flash of lightning. Roon, who had mainly recovered from his sickness, confirmed the sight with his young eyes.
In less than a minute, Preem lowered his platform next to a village meeting hall. Even in the darkness, Preem recognized the distinctive shape of the short belfry on its side.
“Ring the bell, master Roon,” Preem called out as he helped the king into the shelter of the meeting hall. Queen Thalia helped ease King Attim onto a bench; he babbled something. Preem left him in his wife’s care. Preem went to his second apprentice, pulling the bell’s rope with his one good arm. “Keep ringing it until the villagers come. I must return to find Brodia.”
In the debilitating rain, Preem flew a remembered angle to the rocks at the head of the fishing cove’s eastern side. Once past the cliff, he locked a gripping fist on a large boulder at the cliff’s base, using it to push his platform out over the black waves. Dropping lower, he barely skimmed over the wave tops, letting the lightning flashes guide him to the base of the small peninsula he called ‘The Rocks’ when he was a young boy.
Preem saw the plumes of spray from a wave striking those rocks in the brief illumination of a lightning strike further out to sea. But no sign of a two-masted merchant ship. Frozen in his mind from that one flash of light was a vast expanse of waves that would hide anyone floating. In the frequent weaker flashes, he wrapped another gripping fist around a boulder among The Rocks to keep his platform steady while pushing himself further out to sea.
Preem quickly engaged one of his d’sur fists to scan for the presence of another d’dec. It was his last chance to find his first apprentice. It was faint in the surging waves, but he could make out the interference of Brodia’s d’sur waves further out and far to his right. Using the two gripping fists, he pushed himself directly toward the point where his d’sur mixed with the other d’dec. 
Reaching out from his mastyon, he forced his way into Brodia’s d’dec, only to find it empty. Where was Brodia? Surely she couldn’t survive in the sea without magic to keep herself afloat. A chill came over him. Was she gone? It took less than a minute to reach where her d’dec bobbed above the waves. Below he saw three people illuminated in the lightning flashes. One was Brodia, but a man held her lifeless body on the surface.
Preem quickly used a cocoon to lift the limp Brodia onto his platform, laying her inert body beside him. Next, he pulled out each of the men, one of whom he recognized as the ship’s captain. The other man lay quietly, but Captain Muleb crawled across the platform to help Brodia.
Without asking questions, Preem pulled them all back to the cliff as fast as he dared at night. The flying spray made it impossible to see at this speed, but he could sense how close he was to the cliff, keeping himself well above its top. Once over dry land, he sought out the village cottages.
Now he could take the chance to glance down at the captain tending to Brodia. He had her lying face down as he pushed on her lower back to force the water from her lungs. He kept pushing in a steady rhythm. Preem remembered the technique done on men dragged from the sea. He could only recall one time when it worked.
Wizard Preem continued to pull toward the village, constantly peering at the captain, pushing on Brodia’s back. He prayed for any sign she still lived. Faintly, he heard the bell of the meeting hall, turning the platform in that direction.
In the darkness, interrupted by lightning flashes, Preem recalled all that happened this last year, how Brodia ran away from Kefnu to kill the Western Strangler. He remembered the pain at their separation and the thought that the strangler could kill her. That was followed by a slow rejoining until they trusted each other again. Then, last winter, she saved the princess from Harpin soldiers, determined to kidnap the king’s teenage daughter. Continuing life without her would be impossible.
Etado, please give her back to me, don’t take her yet, he prayed to the God of giving. Suddenly he heard a splutter followed by a raspy cough. Looking down, he saw Brodia retching seawater. She would live. Seconds later, the meeting hall with its belfry materialized out of the flying spray of the sea storm. After landing, he opened the doors to let Captain Muleb carry the squirming Brodia into the light of the meeting hall.
[image: image-placeholder]Preem sat on a rough wooden bench with Brodia’s head resting on his lap. She was half awake, muttering about split fists. She used words Preem had no idea she knew, words that would make a sailor blush. All he could do was keep her black hair out of her beautiful, almond-shaped eyes. Occasionally she spasmed with a fit of coughing. The village doctor was dressing the head wound of a sailor, and though Preem dearly wished the doctor would help Brodia, he knew the sailor’s needs were greater, so he waited.
Off to the side, he saw Roon pulling on the bell’s rope with his one working hand. Preem should stop him but knew if he did, the boy would be all over Brodia, fussing about her well-being. So, he left him ringing the bell.
Finally, the doctor came over to look at Brodia, lifting her eyelids and feeling her throat. She fought against his attentions, which pleased Preem. The doctor pulled her into a sitting position. Then he forced her to lean over, pushing her head between her knees. She coughed up more water.
“She’ll be fine, Sir Wizard. Just bed rest for a day, plus plenty of wine.”
With his senior apprentice safe, Preem allowed his mind to dwell on his duties. “Where’s the king?”
“They took him to Elder Thoum’s house. He took a blow to the head but should be fine in two days. It’s amazing how many survived the storm. All the village is awake now, thanks to your young apprentice.”
“Thank you, doctor. I’ll take Brodia to the elder’s house too. I must be near the king in case he needs me.” The doctor nodded before stepping away to check on his other patients. “Master Roon,” Preem called out to his energetic apprentice. “You may stop ringing the bell. You did well, for I used the sound to find my way back.”
Roon carried the biggest smile as he walked back to Brodia, who sat quietly on the bench, gathering her wits. Preem formed another lifting hand as Roon helped Brodia to her feet. All three of them sat on Preem’s flying platform before he began sliding them across the village square toward the elder’s house that the heavy rain obscured. Just as Preem was certain he’d missed the elder’s residence, he saw some lights. He landed beside the elder’s front door.
Inside the warm house, Queen Thalia led Brodia into one of the bedrooms. Preem wanted to go in with her, but as he approached the door, King Attim shuffled out. One look into the king’s eyes convinced Preem that whatever had confused the king’s mind during the storm had cleared away. The only reminder was a white bandage wrapped around the top of his head.
“We have been exiled, Sir Wizard,” The king said with a broad grin. “It is time for women’s work.” Preem followed the king back into the drawing room, where Elder Thoum sat beside a roaring fire. Outside the cottage walls, Preem heard the fierce wind howling around the stone chimney. As the good doctor said, somehow, they’d survived one of the deadliest sea storms.
Elder Thoum stood with Roon to bow to his majesty, who quickly told them to sit back down. Preem signaled Roon to surrender his chair by the fire for the king. Preem magic’d over two additional chairs to complete a semi-circle around the wonderfully warming fire. It wasn’t long before his damp clothes were steaming from the heat.
[image: image-placeholder]He watched the flames jumping in the hearth as he thought about the day’s events. “These storms usually pass in a day or so,” he said to the elder. “Is that not so, sir?”
“It is,” Elder Thoum confirmed. “These storms travel north.” Then to the king, he added. “I expect to see blue skies tomorrow, your Highness.”
Preem saw the king rubbing his hands in anticipation of returning to the capital but remembered the doctor’s advice that the king should rest. Plus, these storms usually traveled north. So, when the king suggested leaving for Kefnu in the morning, he warned the king against flying back into the heavy rain. King Attim reluctantly agreed to stay in the village for two more days.
The decision pleased Thoum. “It will be my true pleasure to serve you, sire. And my former student will have time to see his family.”
“What is this?” the King asked. He glanced from Thoum to Preem.
“This village is Clovermouth, sire,” Preem responded. “It’s where I grew up.” His mind drifted to his parents. Seeing his mother after all these years made his heart sing. Seeing his big sister brought a different feeling. When he left all those years ago, he was sarcastic about her not being married, saying things he regretted soon after leaving. He pushed these concerns away, telling himself that he was a different man now. However, he did still feel a special relationship with the elder. “Elder Thoum taught me how to play nanuj.”
“A strange happenstance then. We were lucky that you came on this diplomatic mission with us. And now we find ourselves in your home village. We trust you will introduce us to your family, Sir Wizard.”
“Indeed, sire. However, it’s been many years since I saw my parents. I hope they are well.” Preem said these last words toward Thoum, who nodded. “My duties have kept me far from home.”
“The realm appreciates your dedication, Wizard Preem. And your liege lord is much more than pleased with your attention to their concerns over Harpin’s war-mongering.” King Attim paused. “It is our worries over King Tarik’s plans that prompt us to return to Kefnu quickly. We have chaffed over the unfavorable winds that delayed our passage from Lowmouth.”
“You will be in your Palace in three days, sire. Your privy council can update us on the news about the first kingdom’s preparations.”
“And you remain convinced that Harpin has a grand wizard, even though we receive no information from our spies?” Preem limited himself to a brief nod of agreement. “Surely this man, if he exists, is weaker than our own Bone Crusher.”
Preem squirmed a little at the use of his despised moniker, earned in defense of this same king. He guessed King Attim was expressing gratitude for saving his life that night. Still, he remained convinced Harpin’s grand wizard existed. “I must assume he is more capable, sire. The disappearance of my Zenii, Sarn the Sage, could be from this same grand wizard. In which case, he will be a powerful enemy. I asked to accompany you to Lowmouth because I fear this wizard would try to kill you, sire.”
As he spoke, the queen appeared, so Preem told Roon to give up his seat for her. The king asked after Brodia’s health.
“She’s hurt, my dear,” the queen replied as she took Roon’s seat. “She will need to see the doctor as she has a nasty cut on her head. In the meantime, she should rest in your bed, Elder Thoum.”
As the queen spoke, Preem wondered how he’d missed the cut to Brodia’s head. Once again, he’d missed an injury that risked her life. Am I overcompensating for my feelings toward her?
“The doctor is with the sailors in the meeting hall. I will send for him,” the elder said. “But my small guest room is not suited for your Majesties.”
“Nonsense, Elder. His Majesty was once a prince, while I was once a lady-in-waiting to the queen. We often spent the night in a tiny room with a small bed. Didn’t we, dear?”
“We did.” Preem glanced at the king, whose smile said he still loved his queen.
Elder Thoum signaled to the housemaid, who waited by the doorway. “Glenna, can you find Doctor Benan at the meeting hall and ask him to come here?”
Glenna moved tentatively to get her coat. Preem realized the sea storm still raged around the village. So, he instructed Roon to accompany her to the hall, using a magical shield to protect them. To his credit, Roon jumped up to go with Glenna, who looked pleased with Roon escorting her in the storm.
Several minutes passed before they returned with Doctor Benan. The queen led the doctor into the elder’s bedroom.
Once more, Preem had to wait, fretting over his apprentice’s recovery. But after that bull attack a year ago, he was confident her head was hard enough. Still, he only had half his mind on the king's conversation with Thoum beside the fireplace. After fifteen minutes, the doctor came back out with the queen. Brodia would be fine. She had a nasty cut on her forehead, so he’d stitched it closed.
“How are the ship’s crew doing, Doctor Benan?” Thoum asked.
“A few broken bones or bad sprains, Elder. No one is at great risk. The captain says five crewmen are missing, including his first mate.”
“We are sorry to hear it, doctor,” King Attim said. “Elder Thoum, please arrange a search party for tomorrow morning. We may find some souls still alive with the Gods' blessings.”
Thoum bowed his acknowledgment while Doctor Benan retrieved his cloak to return to the meeting hall. Preem signaled for Roon to accompany the doctor back across the village square.
Soon after Benan left with a tired Roon, the king announced, “We will retire for the night. Otherwise, you will all wait for us, and we can see you are exhausted. Tomorrow will bring us all new energy.”
Preem felt chills running throughout his body despite being close to the fire. He thought of Brodia lying on the bed, recovering. The cold sea had tossed her for a long spell. It was a famous adage for sailors that the sea was forever unforgiving. As soon as Roon returned, Preem said his goodnights before leaving for the room where Brodia slept.
Roon laid out his blanket on the floor while Preem sat in the chair. Today had been close. The sea storm almost killed Brodia. It was clear that time was fast running out for Brodia to learn the two-way split. He had a wizard war to win and needed an accomplished journeyman wizard at his side.
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The Realm’s Savior


When she woke, she found herself in a dusky room with dim light coming through a window. Was it evening or morning? The fire burned in the hearth, illuminating Preem, who sat beside it in a chair. Brodia listened for the wind, but things had calmed while she slept. 
Brodia lay still as she struggled to remember what happened last night. She recalled Preem leading her into a house where the queen took her into a room. Did she really send the king out? That thought alone scared her but made her smile at the same time. Somehow, she was naked in front of the fire as the queen dressed her in a nightgown. There was talk about a cut on her head, followed by a visit from the village doctor. Lastly came sleep.
The queen said some nice things last night, but Brodia knew she had failed. Even her dreams cursed her incompetence. In her nightmares, the stormy waves dragged her down under the waves. When she reached for the blackness of her d’dec, she only found the darkness of the sea. 
Brodia was awake now, and remembering the queen’s words about her head, she reached up to find a bandage keeping her black hair in place.
“How do you feel?” Preem asked as soon as she revealed she was awake.
She managed to push herself up to see him clearly before she responded with her own question, “Is it the morning?”
“Indeed. It’s the dawn after the sea storm. The tempest has gone, though the sky still has clouds running across, as high as the Halls of the Gods.”
So, she had woken up in the early morning like any other day. But she couldn’t remember how she got here, not all the details. The storm blew the ship across the sea as she went to get the king and queen from their cabin. She even remembered being on the deck in the stinging rain while holding the king in her cocoon. But then nothing until she was lying on a wooden bench with an awful bitter taste in her mouth.
“What happened?” she asked. “How did I get here from the ship?”
She regretted the question when she saw Preem’s concerned look. It was the look she saw people give to old Missus Kella, the mad beggar woman from her home village. “The ship was caught in a sea storm, which blew it onto the rocks near here. Don’t you remember?”
“I remember the storm well enough. But nothing after that.”
Zenii brought his chair to the bed by her head. “You have your wand. Can you make a gripping fist?” he asked.
Is he angry at my failure and trying to show I’m incompetent? “Why should I?” 
Preem leaned back, crossing his legs while resting his mastyon across his lap. “No reason. But you took a knock on your head.”
She didn’t know what she wanted at that moment, though she remained convinced she didn’t want to find out about her magic while he watched. “I need to get something to eat; I’m hungry.” She went to get out from under the covers, but Preem stopped her.
“I’ll be right back,” he said as he stood.
She waited for him to leave before she engaged her d’dec to lift the chair with a gripping fist. Her magic still worked. Laying back, she thought about his reaction. A part of her said he was entitled to be angry at her failure on the ship, but another part said he should be more understanding.
When he returned, she took the plate of food, setting it on the bed beside her. Then she demonstrated her magic to him quickly. “Satisfied!” she said.
“Good.”
Picking up her plate, she began eating, willing Zenii to leave her in peace. Finally, he walked out of the room, leaving her to stew over her angry thoughts. She needed to fly, which required the double split, but after months of trying, she still had no idea how to do this. Worse than that was her confusion over why Zenii wasn’t showing her.
After eating, she was so bone-tired that she slipped back into sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]When she woke, Brodia was restless. The light through the window was brighter but still diffused from a cloudy sky. She reached under the blankets to feel her blackened wand, which was her amulet. It meant everything, yet she desperately wanted to get rid of it. At least lose the wand, not the d’dec hidden in its tip. But to do that, she had to split her d’sur fists twice when she had hardly managed the single split.
Brodia stretched out her aching body before she got out of bed to find where everyone was. She would start with the kitchen, the wheel hub of any house. She had to pass the drawing room with its warm fire to get to the kitchen. The door was open, revealing Queen Thalia sitting beside the fire.
The queen looked up, smiling at Brodia. “Come sit with me,” the queen said. “Are you feeling better?”
Brodia was trapped. “Yes, ma’am.” She went inside the room and curtsied to her highness. She wanted to ask where Preem was but didn’t think it appropriate to ask anything of the queen. So she just said, “I hope your highness has recovered from the storm.”
The queen glanced around the room before saying, “We are alone. You may call me Thalia, just as my ladies-in-waiting do. Are you hungry?”
“I was going to the kitchen, ma’...” Brodia’s voice trailed off; she couldn’t bring herself to call the queen by her given name. 
Ignoring her discomfort, Thalia indicated the chair opposite, telling Brodia to relax as she pulled on a blue cord by the fireplace. Glenna, the housekeeper, appeared moments later. “Can you bring Apprentice Brodia something to eat, please?” Thalia paused. “Is there any of last night’s stew left? It was excellent.”
Brodia was surprised to see Glenna blush as she curtsied. “Yes, ma’am.”
Alone again, Brodia clasped her hands in her lap, unsure how to talk to the queen. It was the queen who broke the awkward silence. “I see that you keep your wand with you at all times. Even last night, after the blow to your head, you hung onto it like it was your most precious thing.”
“It is. My magic comes from it, just as Zenii’s magic comes from his mastyon.” Brodia took the black wand from her pocket, holding it in both hands. The captain had said the storm swept some crewmembers overboard, which nagged at her conscience. “But my magic isn’t good enough. I should be able to fly, but I can’t.”
“Because you haven’t learned how to?” Thalia asked. Brodia nodded. “You will in time then. You are a brave woman, Brodia. You saved Princess Foliana last spring. As a mother, I will never forget what you did for us.” 
Brodia liked the words but hung her head in confusion over her mixed feelings. “It was my duty,” she said. Then after a pause, she asked a question that had haunted her since she became a Defender of Vosj. “Do you think duty means something different to a man?”
Queen Thalia didn’t answer at first, taking time to draw a few deep breaths. It pleased Brodia as she was sure the queen would not toss out an answer like a handful of chicken feed.
“I can only answer for myself,” she began, talking slowly. “For me, duty means protecting our kingdom while ensuring the king is safe, and his son is ready to take over when that day comes.”
Queen Thalia stopped, but Brodia sensed she wasn’t finished. So, she waited, keeping her hands clasped in her lap while watching the queen. Finally, Queen Thalia added, "Is that different for a mother? Maybe. My husband thinks Prince Hopeg isn’t ready yet. But I do. I feared for the crew and my husband during the sea storm. But I didn’t fear for the realm because I know Prince Hopeg will make a good king when that day comes.”
Brodia hadn’t thought about the succession of the throne. However, that idea brought another thought. “Do you think he’ll keep the edicts against women?” she asked. It was a sensitive question, so when Queen Thalia looked at her, she feared she had gone too far.
But the queen smiled. “It is a point of contention for many young women. I have tried to show my son how women have a thinking brain. But I will not guarantee what he’ll do as the king. Because on the day he ascends the throne, the full weight of his duty to his people will fall on his shoulders. And that is a mighty load to carry.”
Thalia stared into the fire as if the conversation was complete. However, the queen had opened new meanings for Brodia about duty, so she wanted to learn more. “What of the common people, like the farmers or merchants?” she asked.
Thalia continued to gaze into the flames as she answered. “I feel a strong duty to the ordinary people. Those people who don’t have the wealth or means to protect themselves. The king thinks protecting the ordinary people means providing a strong kingdom, nothing more.”
“A man tried to rape me last year. When I fought back, they used the edict against women hurting a man against me. I hate these laws that put women down.” As Brodia said this, she saw Queen Thalia nodding in agreement with her. Thinking she had a kindred spirit, Brodia asked, “Have you ever asked the king to change this unfair law?”
“Once, when Prince Hopeg was an infant. The king was the crown prince then, so he could have agreed without the authority to change it. But he didn’t. He said the realm was stable as it was. His majesty does not listen to me for state policies, only for our family.”
The queen’s words saddened Brodia, and she mumbled, “I hoped you could change things.”
“Brodia,” Queen Thalia said softly, causing Brodia to lift her head to look at her. “Throughout history, there have been many queens, but hardly any kings that listened to them. In all that time, there have been no women wizards. You will talk to the king on matters of state in private.”
Brodia remembered Zenii saying something similar when she first held her wand. For a year, she grappled with this idea of duty and changing how they governed the people. She still saw the Defenders of Vosj as more than mere protectors of the fourth kingdom. “And for the people of Vosj?” Brodia said. “Do we owe a duty to people outside our realm?”
Thalia shook her head no. “Each realm owes a duty to the subjects of that realm.” Brodia nodded her head slowly as she absorbed the queen’s words. Though she didn’t fully agree, she didn’t have the right to express her thoughts. But Thalia said, “I see you have other ideas about duty. You can tell me, Brodia. I will not judge you if you see it differently.”
“Duty must change between people based on what everyone expects of them,” Brodia said, realizing that Thalia had a different duty as the king's wife and mother of the next king. “As a woman wizard, I see I also must protect those least able to defend themselves. Especially the unmarried women, regardless of the realm they come from.”
Thalia turned her face away from the fire to stare at Brodia. “All my life, I have hated Harpin. Their only intent is to destroy us,” she said. “Surely you don’t mean to protect any of the people of Harpin?”
“Harpin’s king makes war. Not the women.”
“This is true, of course. But I doubt I am gentle enough to offer the women of Harpin my protection. Certainly not if it endangers the fourth kingdom.” The queen paused before asking, “This protection of the women, would it include those women who walk the streets at night?”
Brodia had given this question much thought since she met her first lady of the night a year ago. “I believe most did not dream of joining this profession when they were young girls.”
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A Mouse in the Wolf’s Den


Wizard Lihan rode in the carriage with his liege, Count Quon of Broditch, also called the  Crippled Count. However, he considered the count his Zenii, the Grand Wizard of Harpin. His teacher had traveled for a week from Brodich to Otanic’s capital of Kefnu to hold an audience with King Attim. Or at least that was the official reason. Lihan joined the slow procession two nights ago after completing the special mission Quon gave him. The sun was two hands above the eastern horizon.
The Crippled Count sat beside him in his specially modified seat with armrests. Across from Lihan, apprentice Alom sat quietly. The seventeen-year-old was a hard-working student but lacked the raw power of Yarin. What a waste of talent Yarin had been. But as his Zenii liked to emphasize, no war went as planned. However, Lihan preferred that there was no war.
Last winter, Zenii forced him to kill two women. One was a street woman no one would miss, the other the teenage daughter of a merchant. He still had nightmares of killing the teenager as she pleaded for mercy. Zenii made it clear that he would lose a finger if he didn’t kill her. The fear of pain was greater than the fear of killing someone. So, he followed orders. She writhed so much at the first knife thrust that he felt compelled to kept stabbing to put her out of any pain as soon as he could. Her blood covered his entire body, making him retch afterward.
Still, the nightmares of her death continued. Lihan would rather use his magic to earn a good living, leaving all the politics, wars, and deaths to others. Although he wouldn’t admit it, he was glad Preem went with the king to Lowmouth. Otherwise, Quon would have ordered him to go there to assassinate the king.
“Lihan, Preem is well to the west of Otanmouth this morning,” the count said, pulling Lihan out of his reverie. “Something has changed their plans, and I must assume the king is still with him. It could be that they have gone to Clovermouth instead. It is Wizard Preem’s home village where his parents still live. It has made me think of a different way to separate Preem from guarding the king.” Quon paused, so Lihan waited with dread to hear the new plan. “The king may yet travel from Clovermouth to Kefnu, leaving Wizard Preem behind. Our Palace spy will let us know if the king travels by carriage. But the royal carriage is at Otanmouth, so the king could decide not to wait for it, preferring to fly to Kefnu.” Quon paused as he seemed in deep thought. “But if we cannot capture the king directly, then there is another way to lure Wizard Preem into a trap.”
“What do you have in mind, Zenii?” Lihan asked. Zenii described his ideas on killing Wizard Preem without magic. It was an overly intricate plan, which left Lihan wondering if his liege was weaker than the Bone Crusher. It did nothing to calm his nerves about the upcoming war.
For a hand, Quon discussed with Lihan a change to their plans, should the king fly back to Kefnu. He would be more involved in this alternate plan, a thought that left him uneasy as he was sure it would involve killing people. For now, though, they didn’t know the home villages of Preem’s apprentices. Quon’s spies had not solved that mystery yet.
“M’lord?” a voice came from outside the carriage. “The walls of Kefnu are in sight.”
Alom jumped up to put his head out the carriage’s window. “I see a gray strip on the horizon, Zenii.” Alom pulled his head back in. “And two dark towers.” There was no mistaking the boy’s enthusiasm. Lihan remained sitting though he’d only seen Kefnu in some artist’s painting of the last war with Otanic.
“Why so glum?” Quon asked him.
Lihan glanced at his Zenii, smiling despite the chills that ran down his spine. “Your plans are concluding, Zenii. I am thinking of what we have to do.”
“Don’t fret so much,” Quon advised him. “Our plans may need to change, but that always happens. Our enemies are humans, so they’ll fight for their lives, as we would.” Quon’s words did nothing to settle Lihan’s qualms.
Another hand of lurching passed as the carriage moved along the dirt-packed roadbed. Alom poked his head out the carriage’s window again. “The towers are bigger, Zenii. I can see the crenels at the top. They look majestic.”
“Those belong to the Royal Palace,” Quon said, pulling himself up by his arms despite his useless legs. “We must all be cautious. From this point on, I am Count Quon, do not refer to me as Zenii, nor yourselves as apprentice Alom or Wizard Lihan.”
“Yes, Count,” Lihan said before adding. “Practice, master Alom.” For several minutes, Lihan forced Alom to refer to Zenii as Count Quon, or my lord. Finally, he was satisfied enough to let the boy poke his head out of the carriage again.
Alom pulled out his wooden wand, shaped like a guardless dagger, from its leather sheath. He waved it at the city as if stabbing the towers in the distance.
When he pulled his head back inside, the count told him, “We are going into the wolf’s den for a few weeks. Keep your wand in its sheath, master Alom.”
[image: image-placeholder]By noon, Lihan heard the horse’s hooves clumping on wood before the coach drew to a halt in the shadows of a stone gateway. A soldier came to the door.
“Count Quon, from Harpin on a diplomatic mission to see the king’s council.” Lihan passed the paper with King Tarik’s seal, verifying his words.
After looking around the three of them, the soldier returned the paper. The carriage lurched forward again. Lihan soon heard the horses move onto a cobbled street as the gate's dark gray stonework passed by the windows.
Lihan watched as the stone buildings in Kefnu passed outside his window. He thought about the mission, hoping his Zenii’s plan would catch Preem unaware enough to kill him. The death of Yarin had weakened them, but Zenii seemed indifferent to the setback. In the year since Yarin’s death, Zenii had renewed determination coupled with cold brutality that left Lihan fearing for his own life if he failed. The sharp rap of Quon’s bone-handled short mastyon on the wood of the carriage window frame surprised him.
“Stop the carriage,” Count Quon called out. Curious, Lihan glanced over to the Count, who leaned his head out the window. “Come here, boy,” the Count called out. Moments later, the count talked to a raggedy boy. “Here’s half a crown if you guide us to the Crossed Keys.” Quon handed the dirty street beggar a coin. “And another two crowns when we get there.”
“Yes, sir,” the boy said before running to the front of the carriage.
The carriage rolled on. Lihan was curious about Zenii’s plan but had enough sense to keep quiet.
The next time the carriage stopped, Lihan saw the familiar façade of Count Quon’s private residence in Kefnu. He waited for the footman to open the carriage door before stepping down quickly. The three-story house stood next to the Crossed Keys tavern with its shingle depicting a golden crown above two golden crossed keys, painted on a poppy-red background.
He supervised the extraction of Count Quon into his wheeled chair. The footman settled Quon into the chair with a blanket lying across his lap. Lihan took his position behind his Zenii to push him into the house. It was rare for anyone else to push the count along. This was how Lihan preferred it, as one of his biggest fears was no longer being Zenii’s favorite apprentice.
“Hold up, Lihan,” the Count said. “Come here, boy.” The dirty boy in tattered clothes stepped up. “Lihan, give the boy his two crowns ... Now, boy, would you like to earn some more coin working for me?” 
The boy responded tentatively, “Whats I have ta do?” Lihan resisted the temptation to correct the boy’s manners around a nobleman. Though it was clear the boy was worried about what that nobleman expected him to do.
“Nothing like that, I assure you,” Count Quon said smoothly. “I’m known for helping orphans, not harming them. All I seek is information about this great city. Do you think you can do that?” The boy nodded. “Good, then follow us into the house.”
Inside the residence, Lihan ensured the servants understood the count’s needs. After overseeing a relaxing bath and early afternoon lunch for the count, Lihan sat with him at the ornate table in the count’s small library.
“Send for the boy,” Count Quon said from his unique chair. Across his lap, he kept his mastyon disguised as a riding crop with a hooked bone handle. The mastyon’s d’dec, hidden in the bone handle, was dormant.
When the boy arrived, Quon smiled at him warmly. Quon asked if he was ready to earn some more coins. The boy agreed. “We’ve heard of Otanic’s grand wizard. Preem, I believe, is his name?” Quon asked. The boy nodded. “Tell me all that you know about him and his apprentices.”
The beggar boy described the grand wizard, who he called the Bone Crusher, plus the short woman who was his apprentice. Lihan smiled at her nickname, the Bitch Witch. The description of her wearing a green cap matched his experience of seeing her a year ago. The second apprentice was new information. The beggar described a one-armed boy they called the Runt.
At the end of the description, Lihan asked, “Do you know where these two apprentices’ home villages are?”
“The Runt, he comes fro’ here in Kefnu, sir. I don’ts knows wheres tha Bitch comes fro’.”
“Do you think you can bring me a hat like hers tomorrow?” Quon asked. “And find out where her home village is?” The boy agreed to the requests, so Quon took out a crown. “Here’s another crown for your trouble. What’s your name, boy?”
“Nip, m’lord.”
“Well, Nip. I want you to let the other beggar boys know I’ll give a reward for any information they have. Especially on the Bone Crusher, Bitch Witch, or Runt,” Quon instructed. “They give you the information. Then you bring it to me. I’ll pay you half a crown while you decide how much to pay your friends.” Nip smiled enthusiastically, no doubt already reckoning his profit. “You’ll be my mouse; your friends are the mice. That’s what you’re to call yourselves. Don’t tell anyone who you’re working for.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
“You can get some food from the kitchen before leaving to get my information. Off you go, Nip, and remember, not a word about who you’re working for.”
After Nip left, Lihan asked, “Can we trust him?”
“As much as anyone who’s solely motivated by money. The officials here offer him nothing but a kick in the back. I offer him what he wants most. Money plus the chance for warmth, food, and shelter.” Lihan could see why Zenii was so popular with the street urchins. After a pause, Quon said, “Now, I have a mission for you. You’re to deliver this letter to the Palace gates. It’s a formal request for an audience with the king’s council. Make sure they know where to send the response.” Quon handed him a letter, sealed with King Tarik’s ornate mark in black wax.
Lihan left immediately for the Palace, which was several minutes' walk away. The sun still stood well above the city rooftops to the west. The scene could easily be Harpin City rather than the enemy’s capital. Lihan reminded himself to be cautious.
He ambled with his tarner as a walking cane to the arch in the King’s Keep’s skirting wall. He approached the three soldiers guarding the entrance.
“I have a letter of introduction from my lord, Count Quon of Broditch.”
“Broditch? Isn’t that in Harpin?” The soldier glanced at another guard, who nodded in agreement. Lihan waited. “We don’t care about no nobleman from Harpin.”
“You should care about this letter, though,” Lihan said, sensing these guards were as stupid as any guards he might find in Harpin. “Your king would not be pleased to hear this request went unanswered.”
“We don’t like Harpinians, and we don’t like threats from the first kingdom,” the other guard said. His better elocution made Lihan think they would soon promote him to a more important role in the Palace. “Besides, the king isn’t here today.”
Lihan almost admitted he knew where the king was but stopped himself in time. Holding the letter out again, he said, “I doubt this letter would be given directly to his majesty without going through the chamberlain first.”
The soldier reluctantly took the missive, turning it over to inspect the black wax imprint. “Is this your count’s seal?”
“No. That’s the seal of King Tarik.” Lihan heard the sharp intake of breath. “Please deliver it to the Lord Chamberlain. My lord awaits a reply tomorrow. He is staying in the house to the right of the Crossed Keys.”
The soldier held the letter reverently. “Yes, m’lord.”
“I’m only an aide to his lordship, the Count.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll deliver it rights away.”
“Thank you.” Lihan turned to head back to his Zenii. The war to conquer Otanic was now underway, making the chills run even colder along his back. Maybe, when this fourth kingdom is again a province of the first, he could settle somewhere to put aside all these intrigues and murders.
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Decoy


Quon thanked the four men who carried him to the top floor of his residence. He always tried to thank his workers, even if he suspected one or more of them were spies for Otanic. 
“Attend to me, master Alom,” he said to the teenage boy beside his wheeled chair. “I wish to look out on the city from the south balcony.”
Alom quickly pushed the chair through Quon’s bedroom to the stone balcony. Quon’s residence was taller than the houses around him. It was a reward for his considerable wealth. The sky was streaked with high clouds scurrying from the east. The red sun easily made its presence known through these wispy clouds making for a pleasant afternoon. But having the sun warm his frail body was not Quon’s intent today. Reaching out with the d’dec hidden in his riding crop’s bone handle, the Count of Broditch scanned to the south, seeking out the d’sur of Wizard Preem and his apprentices. The enemy remained near the southern coastline.
“I desire to replace this balcony’s parapet, master Alom.” Quon tapped the top of the ornate stone parapet with his riding crop. The parapet consisted of a stone railing supported by carved stone columns far too thick for his liking. “I would like to see you practice your d’sur fists by breaking apart this parapet so I can build a new one.”
Alom slapped the top of the parapet as if judging its strength. Made by competent artisans, it would not easily break. However, breaking the parapet was not Quon’s goal today. The boy glanced at Quon, his face a mask of uncertainty. Quon nodded as he waved his hand to indicate Alom was to start immediately.
As Alom created his d’sur fist, Quon estimated it would need to be more than ten times stronger to affect the parapet. Still, he gave words of encouragement to the boy as his magic fist struck the spindles with no noticeable change. Alom worked harder, determined to show his Zenii that he was improving. Quon indicated different places or techniques, but nothing made a difference despite the sweat beading on Alom’s forehead.
After several minutes, Lihan returned from the palace. Quon asked about delivering the letter and answered Lihan’s questions about Alom’s task, warning Lihan not to engage his d’dec or help Alom. 
Staring into the sky, Quon asked, “Lihan, have you ever wondered what happened to Yarin’s d’dec?”
“Not much,” Lihan replied. “I assumed you know where it is, so when you want me to retrieve it, you will send me.”
Even after a year of searching, Quon didn’t know where Yarin’s d’dec was hidden. However, Lihan’s trust that he did know caused him to decide to keep its disappearance secret. So he nodded in agreement with Lihan’s observation, adding that he would leave it where it was for now.
Quon watched the sky above Alom, hoping to see something that no other wizard could. Then he saw the shadow of a ghost in the sky, though it was so faint he couldn’t be sure. He ordered Lihan to have the staff set up a brazier on the balcony as he felt a slight chill. Lihan rushed to comply. Within a few minutes, a small fire sent gray smoke into the summer sky from the balcony.
Meanwhile, Alom continued his work, now drenched in sweat, and Quon continued to watch the sky. The smoke helped confirm what he saw, but he wanted to get closer.
“Master Alom, you may stop for now.” Quon allowed some disappointment to creep into his voice, though he felt none. “I will have to break the parapet some other way.”
“I’m sorry, my lord.”
“No matter. I want you to lift me into the air, to show that you at least have the strength to do that.”
The balcony was clear of household servants. As Alom lifted him, Quon studied the smoke from the brazier. In the smoke, his old eyes clearly saw the ripples from a d’dec far away interfere with the d’sur from Alom’s d’dec. Grand Wizard Preem was aware of Alom’s magical presence. Quon ordered his young apprentice to lower him.
Back on the balcony, Quon dismissed Alom, telling him to relax for the afternoon. Alone with Lihan, Quon discussed what he saw and how it was the clearest indication that Preem was now aware that a magician was in Otanic’s capital. “It is the same ploy he used on me a year ago. We will see if he flies to Kefnu to seek out the magician.”
“Will he come alone?” Lihan said. 
In Quon’s mind, this was the big question. But though he couldn’t know the answer for certain, he could see an opportunity unless Preem was very careful over his next moves. “He might, but I expect he will not risk leaving the king behind. However, he might choose to leave his family in Clovermouth. So, we must prepare either way.” Quon paused as he watched the d’sur waves streaming through the brazier’s smoke high above his head. “Tell me again about when you were close to Wizard Preem in Lowmouth. Did you feel his magic or see the d’sur waves coming from his mastyon?”
Lihan carefully recalled his memories of that time when he was less than a man’s length from the famed Bone Crusher. Quon sensed his apprentice’s fear at being that close to instant death. Lihan’s description was consistent with what Quon had realized a year ago.
“I have heard many rumors of a special d’dec hidden in the Valley of the Towers. The stories say it is the master d’dec, which has killed every wizard who tried to own it. I believe Preem has become its owner.” He glanced at Lihan, who seemed lost in his thoughts about this. “I do not know for certain what capabilities this master d’dec gives Wizard Preem. We fight for Harpin and must not fail our king. So, I am more cautious than usual.”
“Could it be possible that Wizard Preem has learned the four-way split?” Lihan asked.
“I haven’t seen any indications that he can. However, I am concerned with the power of the master d’dec. But no amount of power will help him escape all the traps I have planned for him.” Quon watched his apprentice’s expression. No doubt he wanted to raise the obvious question, but he was too scared to risk it.
However, Quon had spent many hands debating himself over the plan’s primary deficiency. Will Preem step into the trap? In the end, Quon planned many traps, any one of which would finish Otanic’s grand wizard. So, the real question was, how many snares would Preem avoid before he stepped into the one that would kill him? And if Preem avoided them all, then Quon’s fourth option existed, though even he dreaded resorting to such a heinous use of his power.
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Forlorn Hopes


Preem walked in on a stressed Glenna bustling about the kitchen. The overwhelmed woman struggled with her sudden responsibility of making breakfast for their highnesses. He tried to tell her they were people like anyone else, but it didn’t help. 
“Come, master Roon. Let us leave Glenna in peace.” He walked out of the kitchen, holding some bread and cheese to eat.
In the square, he welcomed the familiarity of the village’s many pastel-colored cottages. He left as a fifteen-year-old leather smith's apprentice to become a novice to the great Sarn the Sage. The fishing village had hardly changed in those ten years. He, on the other hand, had changed immensely. Was that shy young boy still here? The answer surprised him. For though he was confident in matters that would have once put the fear of the Gods in him, other things still scared him. Magic was his domain, but women remained a forbidding mystery.
It had been an exceptionally long year since he faced a situation where Brodia could die. During that time, he became complacent, confident that he could suppress his true feelings. Happy in her company while wishing things would remain the same. Of course, a war was coming, so he knew things would change. However, he was confident he could keep her safe. Last night’s events woke him from his quiet dream. The sea had a way of turning on you like a pack of Arrox.
Gazing out from under the wide brim of his dark-gray peaked hat, Preem saw that same sea. Now a slate-blue expanse beyond the houses to the south. This cruel and unpredictable god was to be his destination this morning.
“Sit with me, master Roon. We have to go on a short ride.”
He lifted them into the air before speeding toward the cliff’s edge. Then down to the beach.
“Keep your young eyes open for any bodies,” he instructed. The waves still appeared unusually high as they rolled into the shore. All along the beach, he saw pieces of the ship, some large, some small. He started the search from the jetty with fishing boats heaving as the waves passed under them.
They passed along the strip of beach where the scattered wreckage lay just beyond the reach of the waves. “There, Zenii!” Roon pointed toward a dark shape lying on the beach.
Preem swooped lower. The boy had good eyes. Soon he made out the man’s arm stretched out beside him. He was face down; not a good sign. Once Preem stopped the lifting platform, Roon jumped off to run to the man, turning him over. The white face told Preem all he needed to know. Roon shook his head in confirmation of the obvious.
“Come, we seek those in need,” Preem called out. “He’s beyond our help.” Roon jumped back onto the platform, and Preem continued along the shore. Twice more, they stopped to verify a body was long past any mortal’s help. Preem feared their task was a forlorn hope.
Preem reached the end of the cove’s beach, where the rocks from the cliff reached out into the pounding surf to form the Clovermouth shoals. He flew slowly over the rocks. Roon pointed to his left, where Preem saw another body wedged among the shoals. Preem lowered them to the rocks so Roon could check on the sailor. Preem watched his nimble apprentice stepping across the reefs to the body lying on its side. 
“Zenii, he’s alive!”
After dissolving his flying platform, Preem scrambled to where Roon had squatted again. The man was unconscious, but Preem could see he was breathing. Carefully, oh so very carefully, Preem formed a cocoon around the man to lift him away from the rocks.
“C’mon, master Roon.” Preem reformed his lifting hand to fly them over the clifftop. He landed outside the meeting hall. “Go inside to see if the doctor is there.”
A minute later, Roon returned with the village doctor and the ship’s captain. Benan looked at the man lying on Preem’s platform.
“I should tend to him at my house.”
“Step aboard, Doctor, to guide me.” The man appeared reluctant to get on this platform he couldn’t see. But his patient’s needs overcame his fears, so he crawled onto the platform on his hands and knees.
Soon, Preem was sitting in the doctor’s drawing room, waiting to see if he needed any other help. It gave Preem a moment to reflect once again on the situation. Over the years, he came to need these moments to plan. Brodia was his problem for now. He required a journeyman wizard at his side, which meant Brodia had to discover the double split d’sur fist. It was the coming of age for a wizard, when they stopped being an apprentice to become a wizard capable of going to war against a squadron of soldiers.
The challenge was that she had to find it for herself. Otherwise, she would be forever dependent on her teacher, her Zenii. He discovered it during a period of great stress when Harpin sent assassins to kill King Attim. So, he hoped the sea storm would bring similar stress to Brodia’s endeavors to solve the riddle that blocked her.
[image: image-placeholder]After Doctor Benan assured Preem the sailor only needed rest for now, Preem left the doctor’s cottage to return to Elder Thoum’s house. Walking through the village, he took the opportunity to scan far to the north to ensure no wizard activity was happening toward Harpin. It was a daily ritual that had yielded no results for a year. Still, it gave him a sense of his strength that he could scan for any d’decs within two hundred leagues.
Lifting his mastyon, Preem reached into the darkness of his d’dec to let his mind flow with the d’sur waves streaming out, concentrating first toward the west before swinging his focus around to the north. He almost missed it, a slight warble in his d’sur. Something interfered with the smooth flow of his waves. He kept his mind on that strange ripple until he determined it was a d’dec some distance from here, a little east of north. Preem realized the magic was crude, weaker than Roon’s, but magic nonetheless.
For several minutes Preem watched to assess the magic from a hundred leagues away. The magic included using a poorly-formed lifting hand. When satisfied that it didn’t pose an immediate danger, he slipped out of his d’dec to find himself standing in the middle of a street. Roon stood beside him while some villagers stared at him from the shade of a pastel-yellow cottage.
He signaled for Roon to follow him as he completed the walk to the village square and then to the elder’s house. He found Brodia sitting at the kitchen table, eating a late lunch with Glenna.
“Do you feel any better?” he asked her.
“I’m fine, Zenii. If you need anything, I’m ready.” She stood to show her intention to do whatever he needed. Preem waved his apprentices outside.
“I heard from Glenna that the elder’s name is Thoum.” Brodia pulled her pear-green beret over her bandages. She flicked the two matching ribbons behind her ear. “Is this Clovermouth?” Preem nodded in agreement.
“Really. It looks nice, Zenii,” Roon commented. “It must be good to be home where people remember you.”
“Indeed, you’d think so,” he responded in a non-committal voice. But he realized this wasn’t fair to his young apprentice, who was trying to be positive. “Even here, they either remember me as a shy teenager or by my ‘Bone Crusher’ nickname, master Roon,” he explained. “Only after my death will people think of me as the grand wizard of Otanic.” He paused as they passed a light-green cottage that he remembered was the home of Camia, the only girl he liked in school. “I’ll keep our presence here a secret for now. So, we’ll pass through the village and stay by the cliffs.”
He led them past the small, picturesque cottages to the fields where the sheep grazed. The late spring sun stood three hands above the western horizon. Ahead lay the Cliffs of Clovermouth that dominated Otanic’s southwestern peninsular.
This time he could enjoy the sight of the sea waves rolling into the shore. Soon, he heard the heavy hammering of the waves against the cliff. At last, he reached the edge of the cliff. The whole expanse of the beach revealed itself. The surf threw plumes high into the air on his left as it pounded against the shoals at the peninsular’s base.
“So much debris,” Brodia said as she stood beside him. “We should search for other survivors, Zenii.”
“We have already done so. The doctor has the one man we found alive. But now I wish to relax while I remember my home village.”
He led them along the clifftop to a large copse of trees. Here he sat, cross-legged a foot from the edge, using the trunk of a small tree to rest his back. He laid his seven-foot staff, or mastyon, beside him. Brodia sat beside him, and Roon sat on his other side, with his useless left arm in a sling strapped across his chest. Glancing at them, he saw the respectful expectation written on their faces. They trusted him to have the answers every time. But for now, he relaxed as he leaned against the tree’s trunk.
The salty air brought calm along with many childhood memories, including those of a young apprentice studying under Sarn the Sage. His mind went back to when he lay in bed recovering from the wounds he received while rescuing the king. It was then that he discovered the double split for himself. Power through distance beyond the wand’s limits was the answer then, and it would be now for Brodia. However, she must learn this for herself.
When he was younger, he would sit here to plan new nanuj strategies to defeat his teacher, Elder Thoum. Now, with luck from the Gods, this tranquil place would bring fresh inspiration to Brodia’s efforts to find that double split.
It was time for the teacher to be alone with his first apprentice. “Master Roon. Please go to the cottage at twenty-four Market Road and tell them to expect us for dinner,” Preem said to Roon. The boy pushed himself up with a d’sur fist. Preem added, “Let them know who we are before returning as soon as you’ve delivered the message.”
“Yes, Zenii.” The sixteen-year-old boy set off along the cliff edge toward the village.
“That will keep him busy,” Preem said to Brodia, who smiled in return.
After removing his wizard’s hat, Preem sat for several minutes. He watched the waves crashing into the beach five hundred feet below him. On that beach, he saw the ship’s crew members retrieving the three dead bodies Roon found earlier.
To his right, he saw the stone quay with the fishing boats tied up. From this height, they looked like fishing floats bobbing in the ripples of a pond. In the cliff above the quay, he could discern the gap where the Clover River cut its way to the sea. He remembered the endless wooden steps that ran down the cutting.
To his left, the cliffs jutted out, closing off the curved bay known as Clovermouth. The height of the wind-blown surf revealed the sea's real power as the waves punched the jumbled rocks at the base of the jutting cliff.
He breathed in the salty air, letting his body relax as he thought about his student. Brodia would keep her own counsel until he said anything. With Roon gone, Preem remembered how comfortable he felt in her presence. In his mind, he practiced talking to her about the double split but couldn’t find a way to open the topic casually.
“It’s a magnificent panorama,” he said finally. “However, it wasn’t one that I admired as a young boy. Like all the other children, I was too busy doing chores to take the time to admire the view.”
He glanced over at her, wearing her ever-present pear-green beret. Aside from the bandage under her beret, she looked the same as when he first saw her. She had straight, shoulder-length beetle-black hair with a sun-darkened complexion. But her eyes gave away her transformation since he selected her as his apprentice. Green, like her beret, they shone out from under her thick eyebrows.
“I’ve never known a storm as strong as last night,” she said. “It still drives these waves, which are amazing as they strike the rocks of the cliffs.” She pointed to the surf flying far below to their left.
“It’s a curse of the sea. Only sailors and fishing villages experience these sea storms that die as they pass inland.” He watched the incessant fountains of sea spray rising from each wave’s abrupt collision with the land. “I always liked standing on The Rocks to play ‘dodge the surf’ until it got dark.”
“Did you play the same game with the other boys?” she asked. “Did you usually win?”
“I wasn’t a popular boy growing up, so I played alone. And no, even then, I didn’t win too often.”
“I wasn’t a popular girl either. All the other girls made fun of me because I liked to play nanuj. They all said I was a malformed boy.”
“We’re an interesting group,” Preem mused with a frown. “Two unpopular kids plus a one-armed boy.” Preem continued to listen to the surf trying to break the rocks. Life was similar, two opposing forces like Harpin and Otanic beating each other relentlessly. It brought another thought that he could never imagine sharing with anyone except Brodia. “I hope we’re good enough to beat Harpin’s wizards.” She turned to gaze into his eyes as he added, “Today, I detected a d’dec in or near Kefnu. I feel in my bones that we’ll know soon if we are strong enough.”
“I let you down last night,” she confessed. “I need to learn to fly.”
When he glanced sideways at his senior apprentice, he saw her turn her head to gaze out at sea. She was undoubtedly thinking of being at the mercy of the sea storm last night. Though he disagreed with her about letting him down, he saw an opening to steer the conversation in the direction he wanted.
“Brodia?” He waited for her to turn her head to face him. “Show me your split fist.”
She pulled her blackened wand from her belt, holding it out as far as possible. She formed a large fist before using an opposing wedge to split the fist in two. It still took her a couple of seconds, too long by far. But Preem concealed his disappointment behind a blank face.
One fist she changed to a lifting hand to slide under her. The other became a gripping fist to hold a nearby tree. She sat cross-legged on her lifting hand, using the gripping fist to leverage herself above the grass. Brodia pulled herself along as she circled the tree two feet off the ground.
When she settled back beside him, he gave a small nod. “Not bad.”
“But not good enough,” she said, unable to conceal her frustration. “Not good enough to become a journeyman wizard?”
“No, apprentice Brodia. Too slow and not enough fists,” he explained. “Wizard Sarn waited until I could control the double split.” She formed a spearpoint. It was beautiful in its efficiency. “Brodia, I know your spearpoints are excellent,” he said, keeping his tone serious. “We need your flying to be better than passable. Remember, distance is a critical factor for the double split. As for becoming a journeyman wizard. Only when you are fit to spit will you be ready. Only when it’s not a reward but a right. When you demand it from the bottom of your soul.”
She stared at him as if waiting for him to explain it further. But he knew she needed to work it out for herself. All he could do was give this slight hint. His Zenii had done the same all those years ago. But is it enough just to allude to the solution?
“Come, let’s walk on the beach.” Usually, he formed a triple-split, an ability unique to grand wizards. But now, he created a much simpler double split. He took his time to make one lifting hand with three gripping fists. He flew them smoothly down to the beach, beyond the ship’s crew carrying out their sad chore.
Staying above the line of driftwood, they strolled along the damp sand. Preem led Brodia toward the stone pier with the rocking single-masted fishing boats. She asked if he had ever gone out to sea in one.
“You only went to sea for a reason. I was a leather smith's apprentice, not an apprentice fisherman.” He paused. “Nor do I have any desire to try it again. I’ve seen too many families lose their fathers or sons.”
Standing on the stone quay, he watched the boats on each side rise or fall in pairs like a silent dance. Then he felt a single ripple through his mastyon. “Master Roon is awaiting us,” he announced.
Back at the top, in long wispy grasses, he landed himself and Brodia beside the excited Roon. “Well, master Roon?”
“It was your mother! She asks us to come immediately, for she cannot wait any longer.”
“Indeed. Then let us be off.” Preem placed his hat on his head before setting off with a determined stride, overcome by a desire to see his mother after ten long years away. Together, he led them in the afternoon sunlight back to the pastel-colored cottages. “I was planning to come here after the king disembarked at Otanmouth,” he commented.
“You had said before that you wanted another apprentice. Were you going to start your search here?” Brodia asked.
“That was just an excuse. I wanted to come here to take my family back to Kefnu for safety. I fear Harpin’s Wizard plans to use them to get at me.” Preem looked over at Brodia. “Your family too.”
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Assassin’s Tale


Brodia marched along the top of the cliff toward Clovermouth village. Beside her, Preem set the pace. Rarely did they amble along. Preem preferred what she dubbed the ‘wizard’s gait’ when walking along any roadway. After a year on the road with him, she and Roon were comfortable maintaining this pace for most of a day. 
Preem’s warning about her family had her mind in a whirl. She would have to fly to pull them back to Kefnu. But then Preem’s annoyingly cryptic advice had her steaming. What did he mean about distance being critical? Why can’t he just tell me what to do? She muttered an appeal to Calidon, the God of knowledge, for guidance.
Of course, she had watched as Zenii formed his double split. Had he only chosen the simpler double split so I could learn? The problem was that she already held her wand as far from her head as she could. Her arms weren’t long enough. As she considered the situation, she nervously fiddled with the hilt of her Ash’tin knife. She remembered the ancient wall painting from the Ash’tin ruins that depicted two women fighting Arrox more than a millennium ago. Could they do the double split back then?
Ahead, lay a meeting with Zenii’s parents. However, for once, she wanted to walk away so she could practice in private. But instead, she traipsed along the clifftop back to his village. Taking a deep breath, she sensed her strength had returned after less than a day. She was road-ready and road-tough. Roon had recovered too. The sickness of the sea was a thing of his dreams now.
The undulating grassy land to the village soon passed. Preem turned right on the dirt road that led toward the village square without slowing down. She was surprised to see Preem dip his head as if hiding his face under the brim of his hat. They passed a few villagers, all of whom moved quickly to the side; as usual, she sensed their apprehension at this powerful man's presence.
“Is that Preem?” a man dressed in a gray doublet asked as he stepped aside, breaking the somber mood. “You aren’t going to walk past without saying hello.”
She remembered Zenii’s words that the village wouldn’t recognize him. Preem lifted his head as he slowed down. “Agral?”
“Yes, you remember. We heard that you were now a grand wizard,” Agral said. “We’re all proud to have a grand wizard from our village. Are you here to stay?”
Preem began walking again, but slower. “No. I’m here with the king and plan to hold an apprentice search meeting. Good day to you, Agral; it’s my pleasure to see you are well.”
“They still know you, Zenii,” Brodia said as they strolled along.
“Indeed. This village used to be my whole world. But now it’s the corner of a small closet.”
After a few turns, Brodia found herself outside a well-maintained light-pink cottage with red shutters and orange tiles for its roof. Preem stepped to the matching red door, with the number twenty-four scrawled in white paint. After tapping with his mastyon, he handed his staff and hat to Brodia.
A short middle-aged woman opened the door; she took one look at Preem before rushing up the two steps. Brodia smiled as Preem wrapped his arms around his mother. They hugged for several seconds. She enjoyed the sight of her Zenii, the most dangerous man on Vosj, being a son like anyone else.
She heard them whisper something between themselves before his mother stepped back. Preem’s mother wore a yellow dress with red trim. Her short hair, peeking out from under her white cap, was the color of snow-dusted tree bark. Her face was as dark as her son’s. Brodia loved the warmth she saw in his mother’s eyes.
“How long will you be visiting?” she asked her son. “We heard that last night’s storm washed the king ashore. No one said a thing about our Preem being on the boat too. Did you save the king again?”
“Indeed, Ma. I flew them to the village from the doomed ship. I’m at the king’s service, so I cannot say how long I’ll be here.”
“That’s good of you,” his mother said, patting his arm. Brodia got the sense that she thought her son was exaggerating. “Janu will be glad to see you. She got married, you know. Now she has a beautiful boy.” His mother looked along the street, but they were alone. “I’ll find someone to send word to Janu that you’re home. She’ll want to see you too.”
“I know Jan has married Ma. You told me in each of your letters.” Preem paused as he remembered something. “I’m sure Tarin is a good man because he saw how great Jan was despite her sharp tongue.”
“Yes, of course I did,” she said. “Did I mention her son, Sarn?” Preem nodded. She looked disappointed at not being able to give new news. “Well, I’ve met this handsome young lad already. Are you going to introduce this pretty young lady?”
“Ma, this is Brodia. My first apprentice.” Brodia nodded, but his mother pulled her into a quick embrace before she could say a word.
Releasing Brodia, his mother held her out at arm's length, looking into her eyes. “We’ve heard of you, my dear,” his mother said. “Come on in, all of you.”
Brodia followed Preem down the steps into the house. She had to tilt the mastyon to get it through the door’s low lintel. Roon tagged along behind her. Preem strolled through to the kitchen with the large wooden table in the middle of the floor.
After handing back his mastyon, Brodia sat facing Preem across the table. Roon sat at one end. Preem’s mother rushed out, no doubt to find his father.
“Congratulations on having a new nephew, Zenii,” she said.
“He’s not so new,” Preem said with a broad grin. “He’s at least six by now. Ma must’ve forgotten she told me about little Sarn in several letters. But I’ve never had the chance to return since I left ten years ago.”
It had been a year since Brodia saw her mother, though it seemed much longer. Brodia saw Preem stand quickly; she turned to see his mother enter with an elderly man behind her. Brodia stood too, signaling Roon to stand.
“Pa,” Preem said, embracing his father, who’s face was a lighter shade.
“My, you have grown these last ten years, son.” Brodia saw a strange look in his father’s dark eyes as if unsure of his son. “We’ll love to hear your tales; I’m sure there’s much to explain.”
“More than a lifetime has passed in those years, Pa,” Preem said. She detected a little uncertainty in his voice too. Something in his father’s words had upset him. Still, he introduced her as his first apprentice, while Roon was his second apprentice.
Brodia sensed a sudden chill between Preem and his father. Trying to recover the situation, Brodia snatched off her beret to give a slight head bow. “Pleasure to meet you, sir.”
“You may call me Helip,” he responded before turning his attention back to Zenii. “What brings you home, son, after not bothering to visit for ten years? It seems your new job keeps you too busy for those who gave you life.”
“The sea storm floundered the king’s ship on the Clovermouth shoals,” Preem said. Helip’s expression showed disdain for the answer. So, Preem quickly added, “But I had planned to come here from Otanmouth. There’s trouble in Harpin, so I wanted to –”
“Trouble,” Helip countered quickly. “Surely nothing too difficult for a man with your powerful reputation, son.”
Brodia saw the sadness pass across Zenii’s face. She realized his father was talking about Zenii’s Bone Crusher nickname. She still had no real idea how he got it, but she did know he wasn’t that kind of a man. She wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words.
Finally, his mother talked into the stony silence. “Well, that’s enough of the introductions. I have to prepare our late lunch, so I must ask you all to retire to the other room.”
[image: image-placeholder]In the drawing room, Brodia sat on the couch with Roon while father and son sat on two chairs facing each other. She felt the tension in the air, wishing she could do something about it. How much hope had built in Zenii about seeing his father again, while much resentment had built in Helip at his son’s absence while Preem’s reputation grew? It was easy to see how these opposing forces had just charged into each other like two fighting bulls.
It was Helip who finally tried to break the flinty silence. “Can I offer you any fruit?”
Before anyone could respond, Brodia felt Roon create a gripping fist to pick up a red apple from the fruit bowl. It was too late to stop him. As it floated in the air, Helip gave out a short gasp of surprise. “Is that you, son?” he asked, his voice angry.
“Don’t, Squirt!” Brodia said, nudging Roon. “You’re embarrassing Zenii.” Roon returned the apple, his face turning as red as the apple.
“Ah, it’s the young man,” Helip said, realizing what was happening. His voice was guilty after accusing his son of being responsible. “That’s fine, master Roon; you can pass the bowl around the room.”
Picking up the whole bowl would need a lifting hand. Brodia watched as Roon nervously created a hand thin enough to slide under the bowl. The bowl rose unsteadily in the air. “Relax, Squirt. Remember to stay calm,” she whispered as he struggled to move it toward Preem. Brodia watched, ready to help. After passing the bowl around, Roon let out a long sigh of relief when he returned it to the side table.
A firm tap on the front door interrupted the show. Helip stood to answer the knock. “Your Majesty!” he exclaimed as he stepped back to bow.
Brodia jumped up with the others as King Attim entered with Queen Thalia. Brodia curtsied to the royal pair. The queen returned her smile, warming her heart. This storm had revealed the royal family in a way she could never have imagined. She saw them as people, albeit special people, but people nonetheless.
“Sire, I’m surprised you knew where my parents live,” Preem said as he magic’d two chairs closer to the fireplace for the royal visitors. The king told them that Elder Thoum escorted them over. The king waved everyone to sit. Now Zenii sat beside her on the sofa to let his father sit closer to the king.
King Attim asked after Brodia’s head injury as he touched his own bandaged head.
“A little sore but feeling better, sire,” Brodia replied. In truth, she’d forgotten about the wound.
“Well, I hope it doesn’t leave a scar,” Queen Thalia said, smiling at Brodia.
“A scar isn’t so bad on a wizard’s apprentice,” Preem said, running his finger along the scar down his face.
“Not for a man, Sir Wizard. But for a pretty lady, it can be,” the Queen replied. “Your long scar adds character, but I doubt Brodia would see a scar on her forehead as doing the same.”
Brodia felt a blush warming her face. She was relieved when Helip chose this moment to ask his own pointed question, “Where did you get that scar, son?” Zenii brushed off the question, claiming it was from a minor skirmish when he was an apprentice.
“Well, we see that the grand wizard is far too modest,” King Attim announced from his seat. “So, let us tell the story.”
 Queen Thalia, who sat next to her husband, whispered something. The king nodded before beginning. “On a night when Grand Wizard Sarn was away, several assassins attacked us in our room. They killed our guards and would have killed us if not for young Preem. He jumped up to our balcony to stop the two assassins. We should add that he also stopped two assassins who tried to kill our dearest daughter.”
“Is it true he crushed a man?” Helip asked. Brodia heard the hope in his voice that this was a lie.
“An exaggeration. What young Preem did, he did for us. But this is the time when people gave him that undeserved epithet.”
“My service to the realm means I do things I could never have imagined before Grand Wizard Sarn chose me, Pa.”
Brodia saw the uncertainty on Helip’s face. It was as if he wanted to believe his son wasn’t a man who deserved to be called the Bone Crusher. Preem stared at the floor. If not for his black face, she was certain he’d be blushing.
She tapped the side of his leg where no one else could see. “I’m proud to be the student of a man like you,” she whispered. “I know you never deserved the name people gave you.” Preem nodded but continued to look distraught at his father’s reaction.
The conversation drifted into talking about sea storms as King Attim confessed that he would be more appreciative of the sailors who risked such a tempest.
Finally, the king stood. “We must return to the elder’s house,” he said. “Could we impress upon you, Mr. Forma, to escort us back through your wonderful village?”
“Of course, sire.” Everyone stood as Helip led the royal couple into the late afternoon air.
“Is that the whole story, then?” Preem’s mother asked once the king had left. “Is it all just an exaggeration?”
“I was an apprentice. Wizard Sarn was away, stopping Harpin’s aggressions, leaving me to guard the king.” Preem spoke softly. “I was in the gardens, outside the king’s bedroom, with Princess Foliana, when two men attacked us. To protect the princess, I threw one man over the parapet to his death below. The other man saw I’d defeat him, so he threw himself over the same parapet.”
“He killed himself?” his mother asked.
“Yes, to avoid capture. But when I heard other assassins attacking the king, I went to save King Attim. This scar came from an assassin’s sword.” Preem indicated the vertical scar. “And I have another across my chest.” Preem pointed to his chest's right side and the old wound he had shown Brodia once.
“I stopped them until help arrived. But when one of the assassins tried to throw himself off the balcony to his death, I caught him. We had to know who was organizing the attack, and I thought I would die from lost blood. I knew he’d kill himself when I passed out. So, I crushed his ribs until he told us the name of Harpin’s spy in the King’s court. The assassin died the next day. So, I have had to endure the name Bone Crusher ever since.”
“But you did the right thing, from what I can see,” his Ma said.
“Do you think so, Ma? I think of those two men I killed every day. Did I do the right thing? What of the families of those two men? Did they have wives, parents, children?”
Brodia sat, amazed. Now, at last, she knew the story behind his cruel nickname. And why so many people feared her Zenii. She also wondered about Princess Foliana. Was this the time when she gave him the salamander brooch, the same one Brodia now carried under her jerkin? It was the symbol of her forbidden love for Preem. Silent tears welled up in Brodia’s eyes when she saw Preem’s mother stand to reach out her arms toward Preem, who also stood. They hugged.
Brodia still had nightmares about Yarin with the hilt of her knife in his dead chest. What of his family? Hearing Preem’s doubts about killing someone eight years ago gave a new perspective on her own doubts.
Preem’s mother returned to the kitchen, and fifteen minutes later, Helip returned. She wondered if Preem’s mother would explain to him what happened all those years ago. She hoped he would forgive Preem too.
Over the late lunch, Brodia listened as Preem’s parents filled him in about the last ten years. She heard that the girl Preem had liked was now married with two children, while the boy who’d bullied him relentlessly had moved away to another village along the coast.
After lunch, they remained at the table, talking about people Preem remembered. At one point, Brodia heard Preem make an unexpected request of his mother.
“Ma, can you make me a new leather coat? One with squares this color.”
He took out a purple swatch of cloth. Brodia recognized the color instantly as the same color worn by Jongiloc’s Royal Guards. His mother took the fabric as she asked how many squares he wanted.
But Brodia had doubts about the choice. “You’ll look like a court jester,” she said, taking the purple cloth from his Ma. “What do you think of stripes instead, Mrs. Forma.” She waved Zenii up to hold the purple material against his chest. “Long stripes from the shoulder to the floor. They will make him look taller.”
“You can call me Narini, dear,” Ma said. “Four on the back with two on each of the front panels. Yes, I think that would look much better, son. You should listen to your apprentice. She has a good sense of fashion.”
They forced Preem to turn around a few times as Brodia and Narini discussed the width of the stripes for the coat. Brodia enjoyed the discussion; she liked dressing Zenii.
“Alright, give me a couple of days,” Narini said at the end.
“Great, Ma. Now we must attend to our own business. Can we sleep here tonight?”
Narini welcomed the request, but it led to a short conversation about sleeping arrangements. Narini was appalled at the idea that Brodia and Roon would sleep in the room with him and, even worse, would have to sleep on the floor. Even Roon’s insistence that he liked sleeping on the floor didn’t convince her.
“We go everywhere as a group,” Preem said. “It was the same when I was an apprentice. Sleeping on the floor by Wizard Sarn’s bed was part of being his apprentice. I would never have changed that.”
“Like chicks following the hen,” Brodia added. “It’s a dangerous world, so your son, my Zenii, keeps us as safe as possible.” Finally, Narini nodded her understanding. 
Preem led his apprentices outside. “I must go to the elder’s house. I want you two to spend whatever daylight is left practicing by the cliffs. I demand big progress today. The sea storm was the beginning of the troubles closing in on us.”
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A Pointless Question


Roon began jogging south toward the cliffs. Despite yesterday’s storm or his sickness of the sea, he was eager to reach the ridge. He wanted to see those pounding waves again, so long as he didn’t have to float on them. 
“Ease up, Squirt!” he heard from behind. He liked her special name for him, though he couldn’t imagine letting anyone else call him that. Slowing to a walk, he let Brodia catch up to him.
“What are we going to work on?” he asked when she reached him. Zenii seemed keen to have them train hard, so he suspected she knew what Zenii expected from them. Maybe it would be a chance to learn something new.
“Using fists or lifting hands as weapons.”
These were the techniques he was already proficient at. “What about spearpoints?”
“No. But I’ll show you a good way to defend against them.”
Roon suppressed his eagerness to reach the cliffs, letting Brodia, his teacher, set the pace. They marched toward the cutting that led down to the beach.
In the year since becoming Zenii’s second apprentice, Roon became a different person. He once dreamed of being a hero. That no longer seemed important. Once, he had been a one-armed leathersmith; now, he was a Defender of Vosj. Despite working hard, his magic never approached Brodia’s power or speed. He wanted to compete with her as an equal. But catching up to her was like trying to reach tomorrow before the end of today. Brodia was much faster than him. A fact that once frustrated him, but not any longer. She was the best, and he was her shadow, covering her back whenever she needed it.
At the end of the road, Brodia turned left to move along the clifftop. He saw that only a slither of the sand was visible, with the waves almost reaching the cliff. Scraps of wood littered what sand he saw.
“The beach looks smaller,” he commented. “Is that the wood from the ship?”
“The tide is in, and yes, that’s what's left of the ship,” Brodia replied. So that’s what the schoolteacher meant about the tides, he thought.
He frequently looked down the cliff face by walking on the edge while leaning out. Brodia warned him to be careful more than once, but he felt no fear because she was near.
In thirty minutes, he reached the small forest that bordered the fields full of grazing sheep. Here, they would be out of sight of the village. He followed Brodia along the edge until they reached a small gap in the trees. She stopped.
“We’ll start with your fists,” she said before sitting with her back resting against a tree. “Create a hand-sized fist to throw at me.”
This was something new. Never before had he tried to strike someone. “Are you sure you want me to hit you?”
“If you can, Squirt. But a half-crown says you can’t.”
Roon formed a d’sur fist from his wand, still tucked in his belt. Afraid of hurting her, he tentatively threw it toward the sitting Brodia. Only to see her block it with a shield.
“Faster!” she called out. “If you don’t hit me, I’ll be sure to thump you.”
He threw another, stronger, faster, but she blocked it again with her d’sur shield. He sent another fist, followed by another block. He continued to throw fists strong enough to knock any man down. Brodia began deflecting them, meaning he had to dissolve them before making another one.
“It takes less energy to deflect,” she said.
As he created another fist, he saw Brodia form one to throw at him. He tried to form a shield, but he was too slow. The fist knocked him onto his backside. This was an entirely different way of practicing. He moaned that she wasn’t being fair.
She laughed. “Do you think Harpin’s wizards fight fair, Squirt?”
After popping up, he threw another fist. She deflected it again before throwing one back. He blocked it before another fist came at him from the other side. Throwing up another shield, he found the force of the fist still knocked him over.
“Try deflecting it instead,” she said as she threw another fist at him.
He was soon sweating as he battled with his beloved teacher. He was getting faster. And she was right; deflecting her fists was less painful. Not once did he get a fist through her guard.
“Enough!” Brodia said at last. “You’re getting better. Let’s try the lifting hand.”
He took a few deep breaths with his hand on his knee. “How can that be a weapon?” he gasped.
“You slide it under your opponent’s shield to flip them over. Then hit them with a fist or spearpoint.”
Before Brodia finished talking, Roon threw a lifting hand at her, the narrowest he could manage. But again, her shield blocked it. He laughed. The game was challenging but fun.
“Nice try, Squirt.” 
He threw several fists in succession at the sitting Brodia. As she deflected his fourth fist, he formed a knife-thin lifting hand, jamming it hard under her shield. He succeeded in flipping her over.
Suddenly he was afraid he’d hurt her. “I’m sorry!”
But she was laughing as she picked herself up. “That was great, Squirt! Half a crown, and I’ll give you another crown if you succeed again.”
For half a hand, he traded fists and lifting hands with Brodia. He stood in his fighting stance with his useless left arm strapped across his chest. He kept his wand stuffed into his belt with his right hand reaching toward Brodia. She sat cross-legged against the tree, making no gestures or movements as she calmly attacked or defended. Finally, she called for a rest.
With sweat pouring off him, Roon sank to sit on the forest floor. The fighting had ruined his confidence, which he now realized was over-confidence. “Do you think I’m ready?” he asked. 
“That’s a pointless question, Squirt,” she replied. “They’re coming soon, so it’s up to you to be as good as you can make yourself.”
It wasn’t the encouraging statement he’d hoped for, but it inspired him to want to practice even more.
Ten minutes later, she called an end to the break. “I’ll throw some spearpoints at you, Squirt. You have to deflect them.” He leveraged himself up with a simple d’sur fist, nodding to indicate he was ready. “These can kill you if you don’t deflect them right,” she said.
He stood at the ready as her spearpoint moved toward him. He knocked it aside when it was an arm’s length away. Another came a little faster. Again, he deflected it. More spearpoints came; each one was faster. He was sweating again; the shape of her spearpoints was scary, so sharp. Soon he realized that she was forming them two at a time. She sent them one at a time, with no chance for him to prepare between them.
His reactions became instinctive as he began reacting before his mind had time to think about it. Then one got through, nicking his left arm. He saw it hit but felt no pain. That arm had lost all feeling before his first memories.
Brodia stopped. “Come here, Squirt. Let’s see to that cut.” He tried to wave her off, saying it didn’t hurt, but she was insistent. “You can still bleed to death.”
Roon sat facing Brodia as she untied the straps holding his left arm. He pulled his doublet off his arm, now hanging by his side. She wrapped her neckerchief around the thin cut across the upper part of his arm. He smiled at his teacher, happy for the tender touch, even if he couldn’t feel it.
“You did good, Squirt,” she said as he used his right hand to push his left arm back through the doublet’s sleeve. “In a fight, your left arm may prove an advantage. If the enemy thinks they’ve weakened or injured you. Maybe you can fool them.”
He smiled at the thought. Once again, he visualized himself standing at Brodia’s back, protecting her from sneaky attacks. But the image did also bring another question. “If I deflect a spearpoint, could it still be used to attack from behind?”
She shook her head no. “The shield also causes the spear to lose its shape, so it isn’t as dangerous. It becomes a slow-moving lump, like an arrow changing into a pebble. It can’t do much harm, and letting it deflect off the shield forces the attacker to dissolve it intentionally.”
Roon understood. A block took more effort while using little of the opponent's energy, but a defection cost the enemy effort and time. Zenii had advised him to deflect the d’sur fists too, but he never took the time to explain why. This lesson from Brodia expanded his understanding. He promised himself to ask her more questions.
“Take a break before practicing some more,” Brodia said, pushing herself up from the cross-legged position she maintained throughout the practice. “I’m going to concentrate on some things I must improve for myself.”
He watched as she walked away, deeper into the forest, away from the cliff. He relaxed for a minute, thinking about her spearpoints. Thrown in fun was one thing, but could he hope to stop one thrown by someone intent on killing him?
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The Critical Factor


Brodia turned to leave Roon; she felt terrible about nicking his arm. But it was a good experience for him to feel the deadliness of a magical spearpoint. It should give him a healthy desire to block or deflect them in the future. 
Now she needed some quiet time to contemplate Preem’s enigmatic suggestion. He’d said ‘distance is the critical factor’ about her split fists. Of course distance was important; she knew this already. But her wand was as far from her head as she could reach. So, she needed help getting it further away. Why does he have to be so cryptic? she thought again. Why do men play these silly word games?
She sat cross-legged, holding her wand in front of her, watching the d’sur waves spread out from its tip. Without any thought, Brodia mentally slipped into the d’dec hidden in the wand’s tip. The all too familiar twelve-sided rock sat in the darkness, emitting a faint blue shimmer. It was her friend and the source of her power. But it never gave away its secrets about how to control it. Before starting her practice, she went through her training regime, mentally gripping or twisting the rock to form various magical hands, morphing effortlessly from one to another in less than a second. Lastly, she gripped the rock on each side before pulling it as if trying to split it in half.
It was how she created the split fist, but her mind was too close to the d’dec for it to work. The distance was the key to the split fist. Even when she held her wand at arm’s length, it was barely enough to create a weak split. It was as far as she could go and still mentally enter her d’dec. 
It had been a long time since she last struggled to enter her d’dec from a greater distance. She had forgotten the importance of conquering each new distance. Taking several deep breaths, she steeled herself for the frustration of entering her d’dec from beyond her current limit. But how can she hold it any further away? Leaning back against a small tree, she closed her eyes to imagine different ways to hold her wand.
She couldn’t grow her arms. Stuffing it into the top of her boot while stretching her leg out added just a few inches. However, she did this, penetrating her d’dec’s defenses in less than a minute. It made her d’sur fist a little stronger, but not enough.
Brodia tried holding the wand between her feet. While this did add more distance, she couldn’t keep the wand still enough to enter it at this greater distance. Bare feet would be better, so she removed her boots. But still, it wasn't easy holding the wand’s tip steady enough. Then she pushed the wand between her toes.
Extending her leg, the wand’s tip was a foot further away. It was a significant increase, and the d’dec refused to let her in. For a hand, she struggled. The curtains that guarded the d’dec’s secret sanctum wouldn’t even ripple at her continued efforts to open them.
It was as if she could see what she wanted but couldn’t quite stretch out her arm to reach it. She reminded herself why she needed to fly, how she had been at the mercy of a sea that had no forgiveness in its heart. She redoubled her efforts. The curtains swayed at her insistence.
Then, the curtain parted, allowing her to slip into the darkness. Once again, she was inside her d’dec. The blue rock was brighter, as if the glow came from inside the rock rather than its edges. Reaching out with her imaginary hands, she grasped the rock to form a simple d’sur fist.
The surge of power in her fist surprised her, almost scared her. Without hesitation, she pulled on the rock to split it. Amazingly, it cleaved her d’sur fist in the blink of an eye. She laughed; with the help of the Gods, she’d passed a test.
She sat practicing splitting her d’sur fists until the sky darkened from the setting sun. By then, Brodia could create two spearpoints in a fraction of a second, hurling them at the tree standing opposite her, one from each side. Before it gets too dark, I’ll try for the double split with four fists, she thought, though she only had a vague idea about what to try first. But she should pick another tree, as she’d pockmarked the bark of the tree opposite with her spearpoints.
As she wiggled her wand with her big toe, she sensed a ripple through her wand’s stone. It was Preem. One ripple for her attention, then another came to say he was coming to her. A third ripple came, meaning she was to go to him.
Damn, she thought. She wanted to find the second split before meeting Zenii. But she would obey his summons.
After pulling on her right boot, she searched for Roon. She could detect him by the edge of the cliff. He was practicing his gripping fist, creating strong fists. These could be weapons to throw a heavy rock.
Approaching the cliff, she caught a glimpse of him. He stood with his back to her beside a tree that leaned over the cliff. He picked up a large rock with a gripping fist before tossing it over the cliff edge.
“Hey, Squirt!” she called out. She was still angry at abandoning her training but managed to keep the emotion out of her voice.
He twisted around to see her. “Look, Brodia!”
He tossed another boulder over the cliff’s edge. She snapped out her gripping fist to catch the boulder in the air before it could drop below the edge. Her anger at Preem found a new target.
“Don’t,” she warned. “You can’t know what’s down there. A bird nesting, or a seal sunning itself. Or even worse, a child playing in the sand.”
“I ... I hadn’t thought,” he said crestfallen. “I’m sor... I won’t do it again.”
“C’mon Squirt, Zenii wants us with him in the village.” She stormed off, certain that Roon would be hurrying to catch up. By the time he reached her side, her anger was under control. She would need time to think about ways to grip the d’dec’s imaginary rock to form a double split.
Striding through the long, wispy grass, she sent two ripples to Preem’s mastyon that she was on her way. When they reached the edge of the village, she scanned for Preem.
“Zenii’s near the village square,” she told Roon. Her teaching instinct was back. “Can you feel his d’dec?”
After a moment, Roon agreed. Side-by-side, they marched along the road toward the village square. The pastel-colors of the cottages looked washed out in the dim light. The only remaining color with vibrance was the orange of the kiln-fired roof tiles throughout the village.
The few villagers she saw nodded at her as if she were the wizard. The reaction of the villagers surprised her. She dressed like a man but also dressed like a wizard’s apprentice. She adjusted her pear-green beret to pull the excess material to the side of her head, which was still sore from its cut.
At the square, she asked Roon to point out Preem’s location. He indicated the low stone building where the elder lived. The village courtyard was all grass, with a few backless wooden benches scattered around.
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“No, ma’am. They’re visiting the ship’s crew.” Brodia sensed the relief in Glenna’s voice. She remembered the first time she met the king. It was a harrying experience, mainly because she didn’t know how to act.
“How was lunch?” Brodia asked the woman, who appeared to be in her mid-twenties. Glenna rolled her eyes, making Brodia laugh. “It’ll be a story you can tell your grandchildren.”
“If I live that long.”
Glenna let Brodia find her way to the sitting room, where she found Preem with Thoum. Her nose wrinkled at the room’s stuffiness, though the blazing fire was a welcome sight. Preem stood immediately while the elderly Thoum took a little longer to get up.
Her first concern was Roon’s useless arm. “Roon is injured, Zenii,” she said. “A spearpoint cut his left arm.”
“It’s nothing, Zenii,” Roon protested. “I never felt it.”
“Too slow, master Roon?” Preem observed. “But you did well,” Preem said to his young apprentice. “I sensed the new speed and power you showed today.” Looking at Brodia, Preem added, “You’re a good teacher.”
Though his words pleased her, she was still frustrated over ending her practice before trying for the double split. She masked her feelings by saying, “His arm needs tending to, Zenii. Even if he doesn’t feel any pain.”
“I’ll have Glenna look at it,” Thoum said and called for his housemaid.
Once Glenna had taken Roon to the kitchen to check on his arm, the three of them sat down. Brodia picked an overstuffed blue chair to sit on; its dustiness assailed her nose.
“So, you seek a third apprentice, Preem,” Elder Thoum said as soon as they settled into their seats. “I’ve heard rumors of Harpin’s wizard. Is this the reason you seek more apprentices?”
“Indeed, the situation is dire,” Preem assured the Elder. “This isn’t widely known, sir. But we killed one of his apprentices last autumn in Lowmouth. The man known as the Western Strangler was an apprentice of Harpin.” Brodia was pleased that Zenii didn’t directly say she was the killer. Though she didn’t regret ending Yarin for one second, she didn’t want people to think of her as a killer.
“Really. That bastard was an apprentice?” Thoum said. “I am sure you were too much for him. It is good that you rid this land of such a man.”
“I said we killed him, sir,” Preem said. Brodia realized Zenii was about to reveal her role but couldn’t stop him in time as Preem continued to say, “But it wasn’t me. Apprentice Brodia ended his worthless life. The man had brutally murdered whole families in Lowmouth and would have killed her, except she got the better of him.”
Brodia said, “I was lucky, that’s –”
“She is being too gracious.” Preem interrupted, signaling her to wait. “The man had seriously wounded her, but still, she killed him with this knife.” He indicated to her to give him her knife. “We found this strange knife in what I believe is the fabled ruins of Ash’tin.” After taking the all-metal knife from Brodia, he passed it to Thoum. “I remember you are a history scholar. Do you have any thoughts about this weapon?”
Brodia was ready to answer any questions as Thoum inspected her knife. He tentatively ran his thumb along the edge. “It was this sharp when I found it. I’ve never had to pass it over a sharpening stone,” she said. “Plus, there are some words on the blade near the hilt, but I can’t read them.” 
Elder Thoum turned over the blade, frowning at the strange markings near the metal hilt. “These words are written in an ancient language. Our history of Vosj goes back over a thousand years. Yet these words go back much further. They come from a prehistory of fables that talk of faraway lands. Some even talk of lands found among the stars that twinkle through the night.”
The elder’s speech surprised Brodia. In her mind, the knife had a much simpler origination. “Could it be a knife left behind by the Gods?” she said. “Maybe I shouldn’t keep it.”
“If it is a knife dropped by the Gods, then they left it for us. And now, you’ve bloodied it on a vile murderer.” Thoum handed the knife back to her, hilt first. “I sense the knife is in the right hands, my dear. I never thought I’d see a girl as an apprentice, but if Preem chose you, you must be worthy.”
“Thank you, Elder,” she said.
“Otanic thanks you, my dear. Your reputation is spreading. We have new stories of a wizard’s apprentice who wears a pear-green beret with ribbons.” 
His smile warmed her more than the fire did. Somehow, he made her feel like she truly belonged as a Defender of Vosj. She glanced at Zenii, leaning back in his chair with his fingers steepled in front of his grin. “Whatever I am, I owe to my Zenii,” she said.
“Well said, my dear. Did you know he was once my pupil?” This surprised her. But before she could ask if he was a wizard too, he added, “I taught Wizard Preem how to play nanuj strategically. Then, as a reward, he beat me. Has he taught you too?”
“Only if you call beating me endlessly as a lesson, Elder.”
“Ha. You have a rare one here, master Preem,” Thoum said. Then turning serious, he added, “Enough of small talk. Tell me, Wizard Preem. What can I do for you?”
“I ask that you invite all villagers over sixteen but younger than twenty-one to attend a search meeting tomorrow night.” The age range surprised Brodia. Usually, the search only included boys from fourteen to eighteen.
“Girls too?” Thoum asked; Preem nodded yes. Thoum was unfazed by the strange request. “As you wish, Grand Wizard.” He gave a gracious nod of his head.
A few minutes later, Glenna led Roon in to rejoin them. “I had to sew his cut,” Glenna said. “He was very brave, didn’t cry out once.”
“He’s a tough one,” Brodia said before Preem could point out that he had no feeling in that arm. 
“The cut was very fine,” Glenna observed. “I would love to have a knife that sharp.”
Elder Thoum peered at Brodia as if asking if her knife cut Roon. She shook her head no.
“It was a magical cut,” Roon admitted, not seeing this brief interchange between Brodia and Thoum. “It was entirely my fault.”
“Indeed, it was,” Preem said, standing. “Now I wish to return to my parents for the evening. Come Brodia and Roon.” He picked up his hat to leave.
Preem hugged his old teacher, slapping him on the back. Brodia made do with a respectful arm clasp.
“I see something in your demeanor,” Thoum said as he clasped her arm. “Our enemies will undoubtedly underestimate you, my dear.”
Brodia could only smile. The words brought another warm flush to her heart. She saw why Preem held his old teacher in such esteem. They left the elder’s house with the sun halfway to the western horizon.
Walking to his parent’s cottage, Preem turned his head to say to her, “Beating me endlessly? As I recall, you won two of our last five games of nanuj.”
“You’re a good teacher,” she replied, mimicking his voice from before.
“My student should be more respectful,” he said jokingly. “She should let the old man win more often.”
“Old man? I heard you are the youngest grand wizard in history.”
“Not for much longer,” he responded. “How’s the distance working?” She told him it was going well. Her frustrations at ending her practice too soon had evaporated like the steam over the pig’s pen when the sun rose. Preem’s next words surprised her. “So it seemed to me. It won’t be long, Brodia.”
“You think so?” she asked, turning her head to glance at him. Looking into his brown eyes, she wished she were alone with him.
He smiled. “You’ll be flying to Widemouth to bring back your family soon.”
She passed a pleasant evening in the cottage where her Zenii grew up. His mother changed the bandage on her head. She grimaced when his mother had to pull off the old bandage that had become stuck on with her dried blood.
It was still early when Preem declared it was time to retire. In Preem’s bedroom, Brodia noted how small his old bed was. The room’s only other furniture was a small chest of drawers. She would sleep on the floor at the side of the bed, and Roon would have to scrunch up on the floor at the foot of the bed. Preem’s mother gave them four extra blankets. She was pleased when Preem didn’t order her to sleep on the bed; she hated special treatment.
Laying on her blanket, Brodia imagined Preem wrapping his arms around her while she created that second wedge to make the double split fists. But when sleep found her, she dreamed of the sea tossing her about as she fought to create that second split. She kept swallowing the foul-tasting seawater. Ultimately, the double split was too tricky, so she drowned alone in the unyielding sea.
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Inside the Palace


Count Quon sat on his wheeled chair in the library with Lihan. Two walls had floor-to-ceiling bookcases containing the history and geography of Otanic. The staff had sparsely furnished the room to allow the count to move around with his chair. 
A single dark wooden table with dragon feet legs stood on an ornate rug in the middle of the room. Spread out on the low table lay a detailed map of Otanic.
“The attacks begin tomorrow,” Quon said. He failed to keep the sense of anticipation down. He was at the culmination of twenty years to avenge the brutal injury Grand Wizard Sarn gave him during Harpin’s last invasion.
Lihan studied the map. “It amazes me that eighteen Harpin soldiers can weaken the capital’s defense. It’s a brilliant plan, my lord.”
At times, Lihan’s sycophant ways angered Quon; this was one of those times. The man was a coward. Yarin had been brave but mentally unhinged. It gave Quon pause to think about his apprentice choices. His best hope was Alom. The boy was fearless, with just the right amount of compassion, without being weak.
Quon fretted over not receiving a response from the Palace yet. It was critical to get inside the wolf’s den itself. When he pointed this out to Lihan, he only responded that he could magically sneak in. “I can slip in undetected too, master Lihan. But it’s safer if they invite us so we can move around without anyone challenging us.”
A knock on the door spurred quick action from Lihan as he hid the map. Once the map was rolled up, Quon told the person to enter. It was his butler, Johan, telling him that the beggar boy Nip was here with some information. The dusty boy entered with cap in hand. He wore a tattered gray wool jacket. “Welcome, Nip. What news do you have for us,” Quon said as Johan closed the library door.
“I’s has a hat like the Bitch Witch’s, m’lord,” Nip said. He placed a dark-brown beret-like hat on the table. “Excepts hers has twos ribbons ats tha side, and t’is a lights green, sir.” The boy scrunched his own hat nervously as Lihan picked up the beret to inspect it.
“This is good, my boy,” Quon said. “Did you find out where her home village is?”
Nip shuffled his feet. “Yes, sir. Some says t’was Widemouth. North ofs here, sir.”
“That’s a silver crown’s worth, master Nip,” the Count said. Lihan pulled out an Otanic crown to give Nip. The boy touched it with his tongue as if he could taste silver, before stuffing it into his pocket. “Is Wizard Preem in Kefnu now?” Quon asked. It tested the boy’s honesty in not making up news to be paid.
“Last we’s hear, he leaves tha city a months ago with tha king, m’lord.” Nip's confidence was growing.
“Well, if he returns, let us know, and we’ll reward you. Anything else you heard that might interest me?”
“Na, m’lord. Nothings about no wizards or magic things,” Nip said. “Justs other rumors.” Quon waved his hand to encourage Nip to continue. “I’s hears abou’ troubles up north, m’lord. Things abouts tha first kingdoms.” Quon found himself admiring the boy’s courage. Surely the boy knew he was from Harpin. “And I’s did hears that’s tha minister tis goings ta tha south barracks tomorra mornings, m’lord.”
“The minister of defense?” Nip nodded in agreement. “That’s another crown’s worth, master Nip.”
“Thankee, m’lord.”
“Alright, master Nip. Go along to get something to eat in our kitchen.” Quon waited until the boy left with Johan. Lihan spread the map on the table again.
“Widemouth,” Lihan whispered as he searched the map. “Here it is, my lord.” He pointed to a village marked on the river Wan, more than fifty leagues northwest of the city. From the small writing, Quon guessed it was a small village.
“Excellent. We wait to see what Wizard Preem does. If he returns with the king, we attack his family, but if he stays in Clovermouth, we attack the king.”
“And Brodia, my lord? Should we not be concerned with her whereabouts?”
Quon wanted to yell that she was nothing more than an abomination to be stomped like a mouse. Instead, he limited himself to saying, “Come now, Lihan. She cannot fly yet. Should either of us encounter her, she will die in seconds.”
Lihan returned to studying the map, undoubtedly absorbed by his thoughts or concerns. Quon relaxed in his chair, visualizing Preem huddled in a cold place as Quon eliminated the last of Otanic’s magicians, one knuckle or joint at a time. He had nothing against the grand wizard, but Preem was the enemy and had to be eliminated before Harpin could reclaim this realm. However, with Brodia, it was very personal. It wasn’t because she killed Yarin. No, it was because he hated the idea of a woman doing magic. It went against all that he’d been taught or learned in his life.
Lihan pulled him out of his daydream. “You will have your revenge soon, my lord.”
“Some would say I’ve had my revenge,” the Count responded.
“Yes, my lord,” Lihan acknowledged. “But what he did to you cries out for revenge against all the people of Otanic.”
Quon ignored Lihan’s comment. He despised the need to kill helpless people, especially the innocent members of a wizard’s family. But war was never a genteel or fair undertaking. He would do whatever he must do for his Kingdom.
Thirty minutes passed before another knock on the door prompted Lihan to hide the map once more. This time Johan had a letter to deliver. Count Quon checked the red seal, a crown with crossed keys, like the tavern; the seal of the Chamberlain. He snapped the seal before unfolding the thick parchment letter.
After reading the short message, he handed it to Lihan. “They’ve invited me to meet the king’s council at midday.”
“Good, my Lord. The pieces are moving into place.”
[image: image-placeholder]Half a hand before midday, the count rode along Royal Street to the palace. The sky had darkened rapidly, and the rain was already falling as a strong wind buffeted the carriage. A storm was coming from the south. The blackness of the clouds indicated it would be a mean and soaking event. “I believe we will be getting wet, Lihan. Do not try to protect me with a shield,” Quon warned Lihan. “You may use your cloak if you wish, but no sign of any magical assistance.”
Count Quon’s carriage passed through the King’s Keep's gates, stopping beside the abbey’s entrance. Within ten minutes, Lihan pushed him along the abbey’s nave toward the throne room. Lihan’s cloak had kept the worst of the rain off him.
Inside the quiet throne room, a guard directed him to a set of double doors. Inside was a smaller room with a long, highly polished dark wood table. Carved into the surface was a map of Otanic. At the head of the table stood an ornate high-backed chair. A single guard stood at attention inside the doors, dressed in the Guard's poppy-red uniform. Someone had already been thoughtful enough to remove a chair so Quon could sit in his wheeled chair at the table. 
Quon wondered if they would be so considerate after this meeting. “The council may not want you in the meeting, so be ready to leave,” he instructed his assistant. He knew that the guard would reveal to the Chancellor later whatever he said now. Lihan dipped his head, playing the part of a lowly assistant. Quon added, for the guard’s ears, “The king’s council has a well-earned reputation for directness. I don’t expect the meeting to be long.”
“If I leave, I will wait close by, my lord.”
Gazing around, Quon saw banners festooning the far wall. Some he recognized as the standards of the privy council members. Behind the king’s chair was a tall wooden screen painted in a scene from a long-ago battle. He didn’t recognize the scene, but it was probably a battle between the kingdoms, long-time rivals in this part of Vosj.
Lihan stood quietly behind his chair. Soon, four council members dressed in stark black and white clothes entered. Each wore a golden chain of office as they stood in front of their chairs, facing Quon.
Chancellor Plov started the proceedings with a quick introduction. Quon responded with his apologies for not standing; everyone was being courteous and respectful.
After these diplomatic pleasantries, Quon said, “My assistant can stay or leave as you wish. He is aware of Harpin’s requests.”
“But he is unaware of our responses. We ask that he leave us for now.”
“As you wish, my lord.” Quon gave a quick flick of his hand; Lihan stepped outside.
The Chancellor waited for the door to close behind Lihan. “Tell us, Lord Quon, what does Harpin seek from us.”
Quon smiled; he was ready to play the game he enjoyed above all others; the game of evasive diplomacy. “The fourth kingdom has a monopoly on magic. His majesty, King Tarik, would like a wizard’s stone, my lord.”
“How many times has your kingdom tried to invade us?” General Fenaton, the minister of defense, asked. “We don’t remember it going well for you in the past.”
Of course, the general was more direct than the other ministers. He had expected as much from the seasoned campaigner. “We are better prepared this time, General.”
“By which, you mean that Harpin has two stones already, Lord Quon,” Chancellor Plov said, all courtesy gone from his voice. “And a wizard of your own, hiding in the north.”
Harpin has four stones, but who’s counting, Quon thought. “I’m not aware of that, my lord.” He kept a neutral face. “However, we hear rumors that Grand Wizard Preem is seeking a third apprentice, so another wizard’s stone is available. King Tarik feels it would be a strong gesture of friendship to gift that stone to him.”
“We cannot promise something that does not belong to us, as you are well aware.”
“His majesty anticipated reluctance to his request, so he is prepared to accept an alternate ‘gift’ from Otanic for signing a peace accord.” Quon paused for effect. “A yearly tribute of ten thousand crowns.” It was the offer he was sure would fool Otanic into thinking it could negotiate to save going to war.
“That’s an outrageous demand, Count,” the Chancellor said. Quon expected this response, so he only shrugged as if in apology. “King Attim is indisposed. We will think on your king’s demand.”
It was a dismissal, but Quon wanted to sow one more seed of hope. “I am sure, my lords, that I can persuade my liege lord to agree to buy ten thousand crowns worth of grain and meat from Otanic.”
“Paid for with our own money,” General Fenaton said with contempt.
“Harpin’s harvests have not been able to keep all our people fed, my lord.” And there was the hope for Otanic. If Harpin needed food, then they had a chance to negotiate. “Otherwise, we will view your farmlands with great envy of the crops we could plant there.”
“We are confident in our grand wizard, my Lord,” the Chancellor responded. “We will think about your proposal.”
“Of course, my lord. Will his majesty hear of our proposal today?”
“Not today,” the chancellor said evasively. “You can be our guest in the Palace or return to your residence while we decide on your peace offer.”
“If it pleases you. It would be easier for this old cripple to be close to your council.”
The Chancellor had a thin-lipped smile as he addressed Quon. “So be it then. You will be our guest.” Then to the guard, he added, “Please inform the Count’s assistant that the meeting is over.”
Count Quon smiled to himself. The meeting had gone as well as he had dared to hope. Otanic would delay any action for now while he had a chance to inspect the Palace for weaknesses. 
Outside the room, the Chamberlain and an elderly servant approached Count Quon as he waited with Lihan. “Lord Quon, how may we assist you?”
“Please have someone tell my carriage footmen to bring clothes for me, my lord. I would like to retire to my room with my assistant.”
“Yes, my Lord. My associate will guide you to your rooms.”
Quon let Lihan push his wheelchair. They followed the servant dressed in red and yellow checkered livery. The suite the elderly man took them to had two bedrooms with an entryway drawing room. The bedrooms' windows faced green lawns with well-maintained flower beds, partially obscured by the driving rain.
Quon let Lihan dismiss the palace servant. Alone, they could plan their next steps on how to get to the families of Otanic’s wizards.
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Contagion


Roon woke in Preem’s old bedroom. He heard the steady rhythm of breathing from the other two occupants. Pulling himself up with his good hand, he moved cautiously, keen to avoid waking anyone. The room was dark as the sun hadn’t risen yet, but the one window revealed the gray of a new day eager to start. 
He kneeled to roll up his blanket; as the junior apprentice, it was his duty to be up first to prepare breakfast. With his wand pushed into his belt like a short sword, Roon tip-toed across the hall to the deserted kitchen. After finding some bread, milk, and cheese, he prepared a simple breakfast. Then he sat to wait.
“Morning, Zenii ... Brodia,” he said when they stepped out of the bedroom together. They each thanked him for preparing breakfast. It was part of the morning ritual.
While he ate breakfast with his true family, Roon listened to Preem’s plans for the day. Roon would stay with them while Zenii visited his sister, Janu. Then the afternoon was for training before the apprentice search meeting that evening. Zenii warned that the plans could change if the king had other plans for the day. He indicated that the king wanted him to fly them back to Kefnu tomorrow once the remains of the sea storm had a chance to pass beyond the capital.
“Zenii, is there an urgency to return?” Roon asked. He enjoyed this area with the sight of the sea from the top of the cliff. The woosh of the waves pounding on the rocks invigorated him in a way he couldn’t explain. Is the sea calling to me? Remembering how sick he felt floating on it made him realize he only enjoyed the sea from the land.
“Indeed, master Roon. Reports came from up north. The Harpinian army has been massing at various garrisons. Preparing for a march on Otanic,” Preem spoke softly so only they could hear him. “I expect the Grand Wizard of Harpin will start his campaign ahead of this army. I detected a d’dec near Kefnu yesterday, its magic was weak, but nonetheless, it is there, so we must proceed with caution to protect the king.”
“Any special instructions for our training, Zenii?” Brodia asked the question that had also popped into Roon’s mind.
“You must learn to fly,” Zenii said. He paused before adding, “And one other thing. We are to apply a contagion to our d’decs. To lock them from anyone except the three of us.” 
Roon had no idea what this meant, but when he glanced at Brodia, she nodded in agreement. He was excited about learning something new. His liege placed his mastyon on the table.
“Both of you, connect to my d’dec,” Preem said. Roon couldn’t remember so grave a tone in his Zenii’s voice since the battle in Lowmouth last year. It took away his joyful anticipation.
He reached out to the wizard’s stone buried in the top of Zenii’s mastyon. Brodia’s mind joined the darkness at the same time. All three minds were here. It was a sense of bonding that Roon usually enjoyed, but he felt a sense of grave importance this time. The d’dec gave off a warm red glow.
One of Zenii’s imaginary hands reached out to grasp his while Brodia’s imaginary hand held his other hand. Zenii passed the clasped hands around the d’dec’s rock. It was a solemn ritual like the Spring Opening ceremony that Roon attended each year. Zenii whispered words to the stone, ‘Only these three.’ Then Zenii released his hand, dropping Roon out of the master d’dec.
“Is that it?” Roon asked afterward. He felt nothing different in Zenii’s d’dec; he sensed it would still welcome him.
“Yes. To us, the d’dec seems the same,” Zenii said. “But anyone else trying to control it will get a nasty return ripple. One that will destroy their mind.”
“You should be ready for this if you attempt to connect to a strange stone,” Brodia advised him. “Always be cautious with an unknown d’dec. Feel it from the outside first, do not try to part the curtains.”
“Better yet, master Roon, do not attempt to enter an enemy d’dec until you are a grand wizard,” Preem said. “Now it’s your turn, Brodia.”
She placed her blackened wand on the table in front of her. Roon reached out to her d’dec, sensing Preem’s presence ahead of him. Brodia grasped the imaginary hands before she whispered the precise words, placing her lips next to the stone as if it had ears. This time he saw it clearer, so he was ready when his turn came to taint his d’dec.
After placing the block on his wand, Roon asked, “Can anyone break the contagion, Zenii?”
“It weakens over hundreds of years. But it’s possible to win over the d’dec with great patience. You mustn’t try to control it but rather explore its d’sur waves until it grows to know you,” Preem replied. “Only then can you try to control it. But as we said, be careful should you find yourself in this situation.”
“I pray to the Gods that this, breaking a contagion, is only known to us,” Brodia said.
“As do I. Now, it’s time to visit Janu near the top of the Clover River’s cutting.” Preem stood, and they all left the pink and red cottage. They crossed a small wooden bridge over the fast-running Clover River. The river had swelled from yesterday’s storm, swarming over the large rocks scattered in the middle.
The village of Clovermouth was small, so it wasn’t long before Preem stood outside a light-blue cottage with dark-blue shutters. The front door opened before he could knock. And there was a small boy.
“Uncle Preem!” Roon thought the boy looked about six. “My Ma says I can play with you. Can I please?”
Roon had to smile at the boy’s precocious attitude. Not even a hello or who are you. Instead, he got right to the point that mattered to him.
“I must talk with your Ma, little Sarn. However, I’m sure my apprentice, master Roon, would enjoy showing you some of his magic.”
“Wow. You’re the One-armed Wizard.” Little Sarn grabbed Roon’s good hand to pull him into the house. Roon looked at Zenii, who nodded in agreement.
The boy pulled Roon through the house and out the kitchen door. This cottage was the last one in the village. A short distance toward the sea, he saw the ground fall away through a wide gap that dropped through the cliffs.
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Fly or Die


He sat at the kitchen table with Brodia and his sister. Janu lived in this cottage with her husband, Tarin, and son. She had changed in the ten years since he last saw her. Small wrinkles had appeared at the corners of her eyes and mouth, plus her once long brown hair was shorter. She had replaced the two braids with a single bun behind her head. She was quieter too. He remembered her rebelling against everything. If Ma or Pa said something, she said the opposite. Now she had aged like a fine Harpinian Red. 
Outside the window, he saw Roon playing a game with little Sarn. Up to now, he’d only seen Roon as a young apprentice. But seeing him play with the little boy gave him a new perspective. Roon had also matured in this last year.
Janu turned her head to check on her son. “I promised Sarn we’d hunt for shellfish once the tide went out. Should we all go down?”
Preem nodded his agreement. Standing with his hat in hand, he said, “It’s been a while since I walked down the cutting; today looks like a nice day.”
Ten minutes later, all five were taking the long wooden stairway as it zig-zagged over the bubbling River Clover running down the center of the steep cutting. Little Sarn ran ahead, carrying his bucket to hold the shellfish. A nimble Roon was close behind. His useless arm should disadvantage him when running, but he’d learned to compensate for the reduced balance.
He remembered counting the steps one day to win a bet with a classmate. The exact number was six hundred and fifty-nine. It could be a grueling climb after a day out fishing. But Preem had only climbed them once or twice a week to hunt for shellfish or play on the beach.
When he reached the beach, Preem asked Brodia to stay with the boys. Little Sarn could show her how to dig up the shellfish that buried themselves at low tide.
Alone with his elder sister, Preem wanted to ask for her help. Looking over at her, he remembered all the times they’d fought though he couldn’t remember any of the reasons that seemed so important at that time. He also remembered when she’d stood up to Big Bron. Maybe she’d stand up for him now against their father. “I’ve been trying to convince Pa to return with me to Kefnu, but he won’t consider it,” he said softly. “I want your family there too, with Tarin if he agrees.”
“Why do you want us all to go to Kefnu?” she said. Her voice sounded midway between resentment and amusement at his request. He sensed she was about to say no.
“Harpin has a wizard, sis. I fear he’ll find a way to use you against me.” The look of defiance on her face made him realize she was taking this as a personal affront. So, he quickly added, “I don’t mean you would betray me. I’m afraid he’ll threaten to harm one of you,” Preem said thoughtfully. “And I’m even more afraid of how I’d react if he did that to you or Ma.”
When no response came from Janu, he glanced over at her. She had her head down in thought. He waited, letting her absorb the information. But when she continued to be quiet, he jogged her by saying, “Pa always listened to you, sis. Can you try to convince him?”
Finally, she said, “Pa can be stubborn, as you know. And I don’t know if Tarin will go.” Janu paused. “Ma is getting too frail to travel, so Pa is determined to live their lives in peace here in Clovermouth.”
“Harpin's army will invade us soon,” Preem responded. “And the south coast only seems far from Kefnu.”
Janu nodded her head in understanding. “How would we get to Kefnu? It’s a long way to walk, so we should arrange for a carriage to take us there. I can’t imagine Ma on a horse.”
“I’ll fly you all to the capital,” Preem said. “We can be there in one day. If we travel any other way, they can ambush us. I can’t risk that.” Janu stared at him, disbelief written all over her face. He smiled back at his big sister. “By myself, I can fly there in half a day. But it might be too cold for Ma. So, I’d go slower.”
“What’s flying like?” she asked.
Preem pointed at the top of the cliff, “It’s a long climb back; I’ll fly us all to the top.” When he glanced at Janu, she had a strange look, unsure if she wanted to try flying three hundred feet into the air. “It’ll be safe, Janu. I know what I’m doing.” But his sister came back with the common argument from the Brotherhood that it was against the will of the God’s to fly. Shaking his head, he said, “The Mother didn’t give us wings, but she did give us magic so we could learn how to fly.”
“Is that what you think, Pre. That Amira gave you magic to fly?” Janu said. “Do you often fly then? Do Brodia and Roon soar all over the land with you like a flock of seagulls?”
“No. We walk mostly. But as we prepare for war, we’ll be flying more often. At present, I do the flying as Brodia can only do a little, though she is ready to take the next step. Master Roon is still too soon in his training.”
“All this talk of war worries me,” Jan said as they continued to stroll along the beach together. “I’m not worried about myself. I’m worried about my children.”
“I’d love to tell you it’ll be alright, Jan, but I can’t.” Preem took a few strides before he noticed her choice of words. “Children?”
“I have some news for you too,” she said as they continued toward the cliff jutting into the sea. “We are expecting our second child.”
“That’s wonderful news. It has been a while since little Sarn was born.”
“Did Ma not tell you about the other two children?” Janu asked. Preem shook his head no. “I’ve been pregnant twice since Sarn. One I lost before it was born. But we lost little Narini.” Janu paused as her eyes swelled with tears. Preem gave her time as he tried to digest this history he knew nothing about. Janu recovered enough to continue, “She was the prettiest thing. She was six months old when the Gods called her to their Halls.”
All he could say was, “I’m sorry.” Which he mumbled so softly he wasn’t sure if she heard him.
“Ma’s never been the same since little Narini was taken. So Pa is even more protective of her now.”
Her words shook Preem to his core. His duty had taken him away from the family he loved. He had to fight not to let resentment grow at the sacrifice. “We can’t stop the world, sis. We can only adjust to it. Kefnu will be much safer for you, little Sarn, and the new baby.” 
“I hope you’re right. Let’s head back then,” Janu said. She had recovered her composure.
After turning around, Preem saw Brodia, Roon, and little Sarn. They dug into the wet sand by the lapping waves, some distance from him. They were intent on their digging. He was already looking forward to a shellfish stew for dinner, something he hadn’t had for many years. Another sacrifice to his duty.
As he approached the three hunters, he called out, asking if they had had any success. Little Sarn ran over with the heavy-looking bucket, sloshing seawater over himself. When Preem peeked into the bucket, he saw it was almost full of shellfish covered in seawater.
Little Sarn was excited. “We found so many, Uncle Preem. Brodia is a great digger; she used her magic.”
“That is a lot.” Preem agreed. “Do you think you can carry that bucket up the stairs?” The six-year-old nodded enthusiastically despite having to hold the bucket with both hands. “A pity,” Preem said with a broad grin, “because I was going to fly you back to the village. But if you can make it without my help ...”
“Oh please, uncle.” Little Sarn began dancing in front of him, splashing more seawater out of the bucket. By now, the salty water had soaked his pants.
“You should ask your Ma if she agrees.”
Janu glared at him, realizing he had neatly trapped her. “We’ll all fly back,” she replied, reaching out to steady little Sarn’s hands, so he didn’t slosh seawater on her dress. Preem mouthed, “I’m sorry” for ambushing her.
Preem called his apprentices to him through a triple ripple. “Brodia, join to my mastyon. Roon, form a shield around little Sarn so he can’t fall off,” he instructed. Once he felt her presence in his d’dec’s darkness, he created a double split. Executing the technique slowly, he let Brodia see how he did it. He formed one fist into a lifting hand while he made the others into gripping fists. Then Preem pulled the lifting hand into the air with its five passengers.
Little Sarn yelled as they passed over the top of the cliff. Janu was staring around her, doing her best not to look straight down. “What do you think?” he asked his big sister.
“Scary. I don’t like seeing underneath me at all.”
It was a good point that he’d need to consider if the king demanded to be flown back to Kefnu. He pointed at the nearby village. “Look at where we are going; it won’t seem so bad.”
Once they were behind Janu’s cottage, he landed. As they walked to the kitchen door, Preem watched little Sarn carrying the heavy bucket. He also detected Brodia’s gentle lifting hand supporting some of the bucket’s weight.
At the kitchen door, he gave some instructions to Brodia. “Find a quiet spot to practice what I just showed you.”
“Yes, Zenii,” she replied. But he sensed the doubt she felt.
“You have the power. Now, it’s time you applied it for the sake of all our lives,” he said softly for her ears alone. “I need your power if we are to have a chance against what is coming. You are a Defender of Vosj, so you must learn to fly, or our enemies will kill us.”
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Night Mission


Lihan pushed his lord’s chair along the ornate corridor in the guest area of the Palace. They had another hand before the formal dinner began. With his d’dec dormant, Lihan felt Quon’s fleeting but powerful pressure as he scanned the rooms around them. What exactly Zenii was doing was entirely a mystery to him. Whatever it was, Quon told him it was critical, and he was to ensure Quon had enough time to complete his task. 
Lihan pushed Quon past several guards dressed in the poppy-red of the Royal Guards. He had their official letter allowing them to be there. But the guards were well-informed, so none challenged them. At least not until Lihan attempted to roll the Count down the Royal Family’s corridor. Here the guard stopped them gracefully to indicate it was off-limits.
“Thank you, soldier,” Lihan said. “I fear that we are a little lost.”
“Where are you going to, my lord?”
“Well, let me see,” Lihan began, giving Quon time to complete whatever he was doing. “We left our rooms in the guest area. My lord is most impressed with the grandeur of the Palace. But in the process, we are now lost.”
“Of course, sir. Do you want to go back to your rooms?”
“In truth, I cannot decide between his Lordship’s rooms or finding the Royal Dining room where we are to be at six hands past noon,” Lihan replied, uncertain where Zenii wanted to go next.
“The room will suffice, Lihan,” the Count said, indicating he’d completed his work in this section.
“The guest rooms are to the left,” the guard said, pointing back the way Lihan had come. “After turning left, you go straight as the corridor bends. The corridor for the guest rooms will be halfway around the curve, on the right.”
“You are most helpful,” Lihan said, turning Quon’s wheeled chair around to return. As Lihan pushed Quon along, he asked, “Is there another area we need to visit, my lord?”
“No, it has been a most interesting excursion, Lihan. I have seen so many wonderful things.” Despite his words, the count indicated with his fingers for Lihan to circle around the area. They hadn’t met the palace spy yet, and Lihan suspected the count was waiting for them. So, Lihan continued to push his Zenii along the corridors, but he did slow down to give the spy more time.
As Lihan pushed the chair past some windows that looked out onto the rain-lashed royal gardens, a girl approached them. The teenager wore a palace servant's checked uniform. Her left eye was half closed.
“Pardon me, my lord,” she said demurely. “I was told you wanted an apple to eat.” The girl held out a red apple.
Lihan was about to wave her aside when Quon asked, “Is it sour?” the girl said it wasn’t. “What’s your name?” Quon asked as he took the apple. Lihan spotted a piece of paper dropped into Zenii’s lap as she gave him the apple.
“Glipena, my lord,” she said.
“Thank you for the apple, Glipena,” Quon said. Lihan realized this must be the spy, a girl no older than sixteen. “Let me give you a crown as my appreciation.” 
Zenii told Lihan to give her some money; it was the signal to pass the note with her orders. Pulling a crown from his purse, Lihan added the tightly folded note. He gave her the coin with the message underneath. The girl curtsied to Quon before running off along the corridor. 
Lihan continued pushing the wheeled chair along the corridor beside the gardens' windows. The wind whipped the deluge around the Palace, causing the rain to fall in broad sheets of water. Quon held up his hand for Lihan to stop. “I would like to take a stroll in the gardens. But this rain would raise too many suspicions.”
“I saw a sun shelter before,” Lihan said. “We can visit that.”
Quon agreed, so Lihan turned around to push the chair past the windows. He stopped at the door that led to a covered stand a short distance from the Palace. The wind drove the rain’s spray under the shelter’s roof. Lihan would be getting wet, but no one could eavesdrop on their conversation without being obvious.
Despite the storm making entry from this spot unlikely, a poppy-red guard stood by the door, impassive as if expecting them to pass by.
“His Lordship would like to go outside,” Lihan told the guard. He lifted his eyebrows as if to add, may the Gods preserve me from such foolish noblemen.
“As you wish, my lord.” If the guard was surprised, he hid it well. He opened the door against the wind while Lihan removed his long cloak to drape over the Count.
As he passed the guard, Lihan heard him whisper, “Good luck, sir.”
He pushed the chair across the gap as the rain drenched him. The shelter protected him from the direct rain, but the constant cold spray was only a little better. Squatting beside the count, he received his superior’s instructions. “I have scanned the Palace to find what I sought. So tonight, we can take the next step in our plans.”
Lihan wondered what the count meant about the Palace, but he knew better than to ask for details the count didn’t volunteer to give. Instead, he asked for his orders, “What time should I leave?”
“After midnight. That will give you six hands to reach Westdale; dress warmly,” Quon said. Lihan pulled up the collar on his coat, but it made little difference to the swirling spray. Tonight would be a cold night regardless of how he dressed. The count finished his orders. “I’ll send instructions as soon as I know what Wizard Preem is doing. Remember, if I send you to Clovermouth, only capture his mother and sister. Kill the others. I cannot emphasize how important this mission is. I will not tolerate failure.”
“Yes. I will not let you down, Zenii.”
“Make sure that’s true, master Lihan. Otherwise, you may not want to return.” Zenii’s words stung, and Lihan felt tempted to argue again that Preem’s capture of Yarin’s wand wasn’t his fault. But Quon continued talking, “Now take me back to the rooms so you can dry out before dinner.”
Later, while Quon ate dinner with the dignitaries, Lihan thought about his mission. In the next few days, either the royal family would die, or he would have Wizard Preem’s family held hostage. His role could be challenging. What if I run into the grand wizard? What if I fail? For the umpteenth time, running away crossed Lihan’s mind. For the same number of times, he discarded the idea as too dangerous. Very few people realized how powerful the Count of Broditch was, but Lihan was one of them. Yarin had known how strong Quon was, yet he still tried to run. It didn’t work out well for the erstwhile second apprentice.
[image: image-placeholder]Lihan sat with Quon in their guest room as the clock approached midnight. They were going over last-minute thoughts, murmuring in code.
“Alom will attend to you,” Lihan said. “He’s a good lad, my lord.” Quon nodded his agreement. The boy may lack the raw talent of Yarin, but he was a diligent student. Quon asked if Lihan would find his Otanic family. “I will, my lord. Hopefully, I can get my mother and sister to join me.”
“If they are too tired to come,” Quon said, “you should let them sleep. Also, keep out of sight. At least from anyone who would interfere with your family plans.”
“I will be careful, my Lord,” Lihan said, wishing for the talking to end. “I should prepare for my trip.” Lihan rummaged in the bottom of his lord’s travel trunk to pull out the long gray leather coat of his journeyman wizard attire. “Good luck, my lord,” Lihan said after donning his coat. Quon only nodded in response.
The chimney was wide enough for him to pass through while Quon suppressed the flames by starving the fire of any air. Lihan prepared himself by wrapping a cocoon around himself. He floated into the smoking fireplace. Up and up, he pulled himself through the blackness. Passing around the flue at the top was challenging, but soon he was on the rainswept roof. The rain on the slate tiles would be dangerous if he were standing. However, he hovered just above the steeply pitched roof.
Keeping his cocoon, Lihan flew off the roof, over the garden parapet, and down to the Otan River. Mere feet above the river, he pulled himself south. Despite practicing night flying for a year, the going would be slow in this poor visibility. But at least no one could see him to raise the alarm. He had six hands to fly a hundred leagues toward the Western Mountains.
Yesterday, he took the time to study the maps in Quon’s library. He would need to follow the tributary south of Kefnu, which led to Westdale, his destination. There he would await further instructions from his Zenii. Looking around in the rain-filled night, Lihan questioned his chances of finding Westdale.
The tributary should be easier to find; he had only to follow the west bank to find the gap. Westdale sat on a sub-branch of this tributary, one of many offshoots. The thought of failure crossed his mind once again. Maybe he should fly to the mountains to find a cave where he could hide. As usual, the blood-curdling memories of watching Quon pull an Otanic spy apart, one joint at a time, flooded back as a warning. That experience remained branded into his mind.
So bad was the visibility that he almost missed the tributary. But he saw it at the last moment. The trip should be simpler now. He kept close to the left bank to pick out trees as anchor points. It would be a miserably cold trip. He could keep the worst rain off but still had to breathe in the rain-soaked air.
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Utter Failures 


Brodia tramped her way back to Janu’s cottage at the top of the Clover River cutting. She’d worked for three hands on her double split. Holding her wand in her toes, she could get a powerful single split, but the double eluded her. She knew the technique now but needed all the extra strength for the first split. She had nothing left for the second split. Her frustration was enough to make her pull out a sapling nearby. 
Now Preem had ordered her back. She hung her head in failure, dreading the look on his face. Otanic needed a journeyman wizard, and her family needed one. She required it too. Otherwise, what use was she?
The sun was low when Brodia passed Roon playing with little Sarn in the garden beside the banks of the Clover. She stepped in through the back door of Janu’s cottage. Preem sat with Janu at the table, preparing the shellfish. Janu used a knife to pry open each shellfish, scraping the contents into a pot.
Zenii’s look of utter disappointment tore her heart in two. She’d give anything to be his champion student who conquered this double split.
“How do you cook these?” Brodia asked Janu, trying to break the frost in the air with her Zenii.
“Many ways. We can fry, bake, or boil them.” Janu continued prying open each shell with her knife, tossing the empty shells into a bucket on the floor.
“My favorite is in a stew,” Preem said, appearing to break out of his fog. “Cooked for at least two hands, as Ma would do.”
“Would you like me to do that for this evening?” Janu asked her younger brother. Brodia sensed it was more of an appeasement to her younger brother. Does she know that I failed? Brodia wondered. Somehow, Janu knowing Brodia’s utter failure made it worse.
“Yes. I’ll invite Ma and Pa to eat with us here.” As he said this, Brodia saw he was staring at his sister. He even lifted his eyebrow as if he was asking a question.
“It won’t work, Pre,” Janu said cryptically. “But give me a couple of hands, and you’ll have your favorite stew.”
Brodia wondered about Janu’s comment. Was something else going on between the siblings? “Can I help?” she asked. “I’ve never made shellfish stew.”
“You both can help. If I’m to make it, Roon can stay outside with Sarn while you prepare the vegetables for the stew.”
Preem agreed. “We have a hand before we go to the apprentice search meeting. Tonight will be important for everyone.”
“Don’t,” Janu snapped back. “Don’t be putting everything on me.” Brodia wondered why a shellfish stew was so significant. Was the taste that important? Then she remembered it must have been ten or more years since he last had one. She missed her fried chicken livers, though it had only been a year since the last time.
“You can do it, sis,” Zenii said softly.
“They listen to you more than me. Don’t you know that?” With those sharp words, Janu left the table. She returned with a bowl of potatoes, carrots, and pea pods. These she dumped on the table in front of Preem.
For half-a-hand, Brodia sat, preparing vegetables while sitting opposite Preem. No one said a word.
Finally, she tried to break the chill. “Have you never prepared vegetables?” she asked as Preem muddled his way through what she had always thought was an essential chore. She had shown him how to shell the peas with his thumb, but he was so bad at it that she had confined him to chopping the carrots.
“I don’t believe I ever have.” He glanced at her with an infectious grin. She returned the smile, happy to see him more relaxed. For a few minutes, preparing vegetables took them both away from protecting the realm.
A hand later, she was back on the road. She walked alongside Preem and Roon as they made their way to the village meeting hall.
“Do you think we’ll find another apprentice tonight, Zenii? A second apprentice from Clovermouth?”
“In truth, I don’t care where we find the next apprentice. The war is upon us, and I still sense that we are as easy to find as King Rullag’s purple guardsmen. While Harpin’s wizards remain hidden from us.”
“We have abilities that they may not know of, Zenii.”
“I hope that’s true, Brodia. However, we need more than that.”
[image: image-placeholder]The village bell rang for the would-be novices to attend the apprentice search meeting. The tolling had continued for several minutes as Brodia walked beside Zenii, who seemed pensive. She wanted to ask about the strange conversation with Janu, but it wasn’t her place to do so. Instead, she gave a long tug on her ear as she adjusted her stride to match the rhythm of the bell. Each landing of her right foot matched the bell’s ring.
The bell stopped tolling a few moments before she rounded a corner to see the village green ahead of her. Clovermouth’s village meeting hall wouldn’t be out of place in any of the many villages Brodia had visited. It was a broad low building painted in a light color that seemed yellow in Prepio’s almost full moon. The short belfry stood on the right side.
As they approached the darker double doors, Brodia let Preem move ahead. After passing through the entrance, Brodia formed two gripping fists to close the doors behind her. The sailors who had been sleeping there were gone. Young adults filled the first two rows. Most of them seemed as old or older than her, while the youngest ones were Roon’s age. In the back row, a young man sat with a girl. At first, she thought they were a couple, but then the girl’s body language made it clear she disliked the male. Brodia slowed to watch. The girl stood, but the boy grabbed her arm to pull her back down.
Brodia sent a ripple to Zenii’s d’dec so that he would stop. To his credit, Preem took but a second to come to the same conclusion.
“Bring him to me,” he whispered.
Brodia formed a gripping fist, latching it onto the boy’s ear. He howled in pain as she tugged him away from the girl, who looked shocked as her tormentor moved away from her with his ear pulled mysteriously. Brodia held the tall boy in front of Preem, who stared at the boy’s face.
“You’re not welcome in my meeting, boy. No man who uses his strength to dominate a woman will ever become a novice of mine,” Preem said loud enough for everyone to hear. “Master Roon, some hair if you please.” Roon reached to pluck a few hairs from the boy’s head. Preem continued his speech for all to hear. “I have a piece of you now, boy. Change your ways, or I’ll come back to meet with you.” The boy nodded as Brodia released his ear. “Go now.”
The boy hurried out of the meeting, glad to have escaped with both ears still attached. Preem continued his walk to the stage, with Brodia following him down the center aisle between the three rows of benches. Preem lifted them onto the two-foot-high stage. The murmuring stopped like a snuffed-out candle. She estimated thirty young adults sat on the first two rows of benches. 
She scanned the kids in front of her. A couple of the kids were old enough to be married. One couple almost sat in each other’s laps; she had no doubt they were lovers. She thought of Nifbar, her ex-lover, who she’d had to give up for her magic. She also thought of Preem, who she loved but could never have in an intimate relationship.
“I am Grand Wizard Preem,” Preem began his introduction, pulling her out of her reverie. “On each side of me are my apprentices. We are here to find a novice to become my third apprentice.”
Preem launched into his usual speech on the life of an apprentice. Though she hadn’t heard this speech for nine months, it still sounded familiar. However, the ending was different.
“Now, we will demonstrate our magic. You’re to determine what controls it,” Preem announced. “Apprentice Brodia, will you show us your magic?”
Surprised, Brodia took a half step to the edge of the stage, where she pulled out her black wand. Holding it as far from her body as possible, she gestured with her right hand. Forming two gripping fists, she lifted the hats off the two young lovers. A quick hum passed around the room as the lovers tried to grab their hats, but she held them too high to reach. She circled her hand, swapping the caps before dropping them back on the lover’s heads. Sliding her wand back into her belt, she stepped back.
“Apprentice Roon, if you please,” Preem said.
Roon stepped forward. He took out his wand to wedge it into the crook of his useless left arm. With a single right-hand gesture, he plucked the hat off a young girl sitting in front of him. He moved his hand to the side, and the hat shot toward the candlestand as if he was going to burn it. The girl squeaked in anguish. Then he pulled his hand back to drop the hat on the girl, who glared at him for a second before grinning.
Brodia had to smile at Roon’s flirtatious but straightforward trick. She’d have to give him the one master speech soon.
Then Preem stepped up, holding out his mastyon. Brodia saw him instantly form the triple-split with eight gripping fists. Brodia felt awe, pride, and jealousy as he effortlessly controlled the eight magical fists.
Preem raised his free hand. Each boy or girl in the second row to the left of the aisle lifted off the bench. The girls let out a startled scream while the boys grunted. Preem lifted his hand higher until the startled kids floated to the rafters. Then he brought down his hand, returning the kids to their seats. Brodia scanned the audience in front of her. None showed any distress from the intense pressure from Preem’s mind to control the waves.
Preem stamped his mastyon on the stage before commanding, “Point to what controls the magic.”
Most of the audience pointed to his mastyon, the rest to his free hand. None pointed to the true source, his mind.
“No new apprentice from Clovermouth this time,” Preem announced. Then in a softer voice, he added, “Thank you for coming tonight. There is great honor in doing your daily jobs to help the Kingdom of Otanic.”
The audience slowly filed out of the meeting hall. Brodia watched them go. As the two lovers strolled along the aisle, they switched back their hats. She found herself ambivalent about the failure to find the next apprentice. She accepted sharing Preem with Roon, but did she want to share him with a third apprentice? Especially if it was a girl.
Once the hall was empty, Brodia followed Preem as he jumped from the stage and walked out the doors. She whispered to Roon that he could now throw away the boy’s hairs, as it was an old wizard’s trick. But Roon already knew this, saying he had tossed away the strands of hair before they left the stage. On the way out, Preem sent three fists to snuff out the candles burning in the three candle stands. Brodia magic’d the doors shut. 
Walking up the short incline toward his parents’ cottage, Preem said to Brodia, “Need sires application.”
“Yes, Zenii,” she replied, though she had no idea what he meant by the words. She took the time to reflect on her training session today. Something important was missing, but at least she had a notion of what it was.
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Puppy Dog


Preem wasn’t disappointed as it wasn’t a good time to train a new apprentice. The search meeting was a cover story while he convinced his family to travel to Kefnu for safety. But Brodia’s lack of breakthrough was a major concern for him. His own heart ached for her success. He had never felt like this before. Unsure how to help, he was ripped in two as he watched or sensed her struggles with the allusive double split. It was common for an apprentice to find the double split within a few months of the single-split. But he couldn’t wait that long, so he pushed her hard, feeling guilty every time he said something harsh. 
At a loss on how to help Brodia further, he turned his attention to his family’s safety issues. They would visit his parent’s cottage to invite them to Janu’s for shellfish stew. And with luck, Janu would help overcome his Pa’s obstinate resistance to flying to the Kingdom’s capital.
Ten minutes later, he sat with his parents and apprentices in the sitting room.
“Little Sarn dug up a bucket full of shellfish today,” Preem said. “Janu is making a shellfish stew for all of us.” But when Ma congratulated them, he heard her disappointment. “I’m sorry if you were planning a meal,” he added.
“It was nothing,” she said, pulling herself up. “But I do have something for you. I was planning to give it to you after dinner, but now, you can have it before going to Janu’s.”
He waited as Ma shuffled into the kitchen. Two minutes later, she returned, carrying a package wrapped in a red blanket tied with a dark-red strip of cloth. Opening a present was something that never grew old for him. Wondering what was inside, he untied the cloth ribbon to open the package. Inside, Preem found a brown leather coat. Standing to shake it out, he saw it was full length, with purple stripes.
It was wonderful. “So quick, Ma. You said it would take two days.”
“I didn’t know how long you’d be with us,” Ma replied with a plaintive tinge to make herself the victim of Preem’s rush to leave so quickly. “Put in on, dear.” The coat fit him well; he felt the soft lining.
“It looks wonderful, Zenii,” Brodia said. “The deep purple perfectly matches the Royal Guards from Jongiloc.” Somehow her opinion counted more.
“Good,” Ma said, sitting with a broad smile.
“Ma, thank you. This completes my change to a grand wizard,” Preem said. “The coat will keep me warm when I fly at night. As master Roon found out in Jongiloc.”
“At one time or another, our Zenii’s coat has kept each of us warm,” Brodia added. “It can be frigid sleeping in the Barrens or flying high in the sky.”
“We may all need to do the same again,” Preem said. “Pa, have you thought more about coming with me to Kefnu?” He held his breath, hoping for a breakthrough in the moment's warmth.
“I don’t see the need, son,” Pa responded, dashing Preem’s hopes. “I don’t believe Harpin or its wizard cares about us. Your mother and I will be fine here.”
Preem took off the purple-striped leather coat. Sitting in his chair, he would wait for Janu to convince Pa to come with them.
“Your assumption is wrong, Mr. Forma,” Brodia said softly from the couch.
“I’m sorry, my dear. But I don’t understand,” Pa responded. Preem recognized the words his father used whenever he planned to argue incessantly. Preem thought of stopping Brodia from wasting her time. But some sixth sense stopped him; he wanted to see how this played out.
“You assume the enemy wizard plays fair in some way. You think he will not hurt innocent people because he is civilized,” Brodia said, her voice gentle but confident. Pa muttered something about why shouldn’t he believe the Harpin wizard was reasonable. Brodia corrected his opinion of Harpin’s grand wizard. “Because he is inhuman. Last year, we killed his apprentice, Yarin,” Brodia said, keeping her voice low but forceful.
“You both killed him in a battle. That’s to be expected in war, my dear.” Pa was patronizing Brodia, who bristled under the words for a moment. But he was pleased that it didn’t deter her for a moment.
Her voice remained patient as if explaining a simple lesson to a schoolboy. “Yes, it is. And the injuries I suffered are a part of warfare. I have no complaint about that.” Preem saw her gaze locked intently on his father’s. “But it isn’t that battle I refer to when I say he is inhuman. Yarin was a monster seeking out young girls. He tortured them before killing them. Cutting them open, stabbing their lungs, or cutting their throats.”
“You must be exaggerating, my dear.”
“No ... I’m not. Yarin tried to strangle me when he thought I was a normal seventeen-year-old girl. I felt his indifference to life. He was strong but just an apprentice.”
“This apprentice is only one man,” Pa said, struggling to hold his own against Brodia’s forceful words. “It says nothing about his teacher.”
“Yarin’s Zenii must have known what he was doing, just as your son knows what Roon or I do. But he let him do it. So, he must be the same.” Pa shrugged his shoulders, doubting her conclusion. So, Brodia pushed harder. “I do not question that this enemy wizard will do all he can to weaken Otanic’s Grand Wizard. If that means taking your wife to torture her until Preem surrenders, then he will do that.” Preem watched his father’s shocked look. Brodia continued, “I, along with Roon and Preem, would die for Otanic. You, I’m sure, are also prepared to die for Otanic. But are you prepared to see your lovely wife tortured to death for the Kingdom?”
His Pa’s eyes watered. “I am not.”
“Then let my Zenii take you all to safety.”
Preem saw his father nod his head slowly. Relief swept through him, followed by an entirely new emotion that hit him. Before his Pa could change his mind, Preem finalized the arrangement. “Pa, don’t open your stall tomorrow so you can settle your other affairs. On the following day, I will return to take you all to Kefnu, where you can hide under a false name.”
“What about Janu?” Ma asked.
“She has already agreed to go,” Preem said. “I can leave no one behind that Harpin’s Grand Wizard can use to get at me.” Preem stood, picking up his new coat and mastyon to hide his shaking hands. Suddenly he couldn’t control his body. “Brodia, will you come with me to the room?”
Strolling into the bedroom, he tossed his coat into the bed. Turning as Brodia entered, he wrapped his arms around her to rest his head on her shoulder. He breathed in the smell of her.
“Zenii?” she gasped. But he held her tightly, not letting her go until she finally held him back.
“I don’t know what love is,” he whispered as he ran his fingers through her black hair, treasuring the sensation. “But this must be love I feel for you. My heart’s all a flutter around you. I can’t contain my emotions right now.”
“I love you too,” she whispered. She slid her finger along the scar on his left cheek.
It was the words he most needed to hear. But mixed with the joy of hearing her agreement was a sense of guilt. “I still have the one master, as do you. But I love you. I can’t pretend otherwise any longer.”
Releasing her, he sat on the bed while she sat beside him after magic’ing the door closed. He laid back on the bed with her, holding each other for a couple of minutes. His mind was running as fast as the Clover River down the cutting. She would be a journeyman wizard soon. It would be the most dangerous time for a wizard, who had all that power with little skill to use it safely.
Resting her hands on his chest, she finally said, “This will be difficult.” He agreed, wondering if he should slow her training down. “I don’t want to weaken you,” she added.
Her concern confused him. “You won’t.”
“But I could. You mustn’t stop me from fighting beside you or separately from you. You must treat me like an apprentice.”
Preem wanted to say, of course he would, but the words stuck in his throat. Instead, he prevaricated. “It is for this that I have resisted my feelings toward you, my dear Brodia.”
“Look at me, Preem.” Her voice was insistent. When he gazed into her shining green eyes, she continued. “We both have to be ready to die, and we both have to be ready to let the other die.”
“We can’t fight safely,” he agreed. This one thing tore out his heart. Surely she could understand this. It was the man’s duty to risk all for his love. “But can I let you fight to the death for the realm?”
“You must, Preem. I will always follow your orders,” she said. “But I also reserve the right to do whatever it takes to be a Defender of Vosj.”
“Indeed,” he replied. But his mind said he would slow her progress toward learning the double split. However, he needed that journeyman wizard to win the war. Maybe he could manage without another wizard by his side. His mind circled like a hunting hawk.
Preem lay on the bed with her for a few more minutes, but he didn’t relax. Finally, he accepted that they’d have to continue as if nothing had changed. He told Brodia they had to go to his sister’s.
“I’m looking forward to some shellfish stew. We never had any food from the sea at our farm,” Brodia commented as she got up.
“I hope you like it. It’s what I remember fondly from growing up. Every Friday, we had shellfish stew.” His words seemed to come from another person as he grappled with doubts about letting Brodia become a wizard. He walked back into the sitting room, pulling on his new coat. “Are we ready to go? Janu must be waiting for us.”
Master Roon was always ready, but it took another five minutes for his parents to dress for the short walk to his sisters. All the time he waited, he thought about Brodia. Second by second, he felt a buoyancy from his love coupled with heaviness from his fears for her safety. Finally, the lightness won. He would have to adjust, but he indulged his heart for now.
Once his parents were ready, he set off for Janu’s. But he’d only gone a short distance when he heard Brodia behind him. “Zenii, your Ma can’t keep up.”
He slowed his pace along with his fluttering heart. He was back under control.
The late spring breeze from the sea had a chill in it. It made flying his parents at night impractical. As he ambled along, he found himself close to Brodia, adjusting his stride to match her cadence.
[image: image-placeholder]At Janu’s, he sat facing Brodia, with his mother and sister on either side. Tarin and his Pa took the two heads of the table while the two boys flanked Brodia. He could smell the shellfish stew with the vegetables he helped prepare. When Preem took his first spoonful of the stew, memories of Friday nights at the kitchen table came flooding back. The stew was perfect. 
As he savored the food, he glanced at Brodia. She looked pensive as if the stew wasn’t to her taste. He grinned at her warmly. “What do you think of it?” he teased.
“Oh, it’s good, I’m sure,” she tried to be diplomatic.
“Is it your first shellfish stew?” Janu asked; concern had crept into her voice. Brodia nodded. “It’s something people on the coast grow up liking,” Janu added. “It might be a little salty to others.” Brodia tried to brush off her dislike, claiming it would be fine. “That’s alright, Brodia,” Janu said kindly. “If you find it too salty, I have some pie you can have.”
“How about you, master Roon?” Preem asked, trying not to chuckle at the boy’s dour expression.
“It’s different, Zenii,” Roon replied. Preem couldn’t hold it in any longer, so he laughed at Roon’s miserable-looking face. Soon the others joined in. Even Roon had to laugh.
“In my travels, I’ve eaten many strange foods that are delicacies in those places,” Preem took another spoonful of the stew, relishing the taste. “The wonder of this land are the different cultures. Each one aligns itself to the circumstances of its region.”
“Brodia, what food is a delicacy in your town or village?” Janu asked.
“Chicken livers,” she replied. “We like to fry them. They taste great.”
“You mean the livers of hens?” Janu said. “I throw those away.”
“I’ve tried these chicken livers,” Preem said to support Brodia. “Though I had to have them more than once before I appreciated the taste plus the unusual texture.”
“What food do they eat in Kefnu?” Pa asked, clearly distressed at the thought of eating chicken offal.
“Not much fish, as I remember,” Brodia said. “But I’ve only been to Kefnu twice. Apprentice Roon lived in the city all his life.”
“We often had pork sausages,” he replied. “They were my favorite. Nowhere else have I found sausages that taste as good.” After a pause, he added. “And sausages don’t make you thirsty.”
“I’ll get you both some pie,” Janu said. “You don’t have to eat the stew if it’s too salty for you.”
As Janu went to cut them some pie, Preem found himself smiling at Brodia, enjoying the shape of her eyes and the little scar on her chin. Then Janu jogged his arm playfully when she came back to her seat.
“Are you a puppy, little brother?” she whispered.
Glancing at his sister, he found a knowing smile on her lips. He felt the same flash of guilt like when the farmer caught the young Preem with a poached apple. He’d have to be more careful. His feelings for Brodia could indeed weaken the kingdom. After the meal, everyone retired to the drawing room to sit around the fireplace. Roon played with little Sarn behind the chairs while Brodia, Janu, and Ma had a quiet conversation on the other side of the semi-circle. Pa talked to Tarin, which left Preem alone with his thoughts.
The idea of Brodia flying into danger chilled his blood more than the weeks she ran away to Lowmouth to face Yarin. As a Defender of Vosj, she had the right to fight for the realm. But if she were threatened, it would weaken him more than having his mother kidnapped. For the realm, he would need to slow her down. But how could he do this without her rebelling against him?
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Contingences 


Quon left the Palace soon after the sun rose. The heavy rain from last night had passed through, leaving the air fresh with a sky surprisingly clear of any overcast. He wheeled himself to the abbey entrance, where he had pre-arranged for his coach to pick him up. 
“Good morning, Truj,” he said to his trusted footman, one of the biggest men he knew. 
Hiding inside the coach, apprentice Alom looked insignificant. However, Truj did not know Alom’s magical abilities. Those powers could lift Truj high into the air before dropping him to his death. But then, none of Quon’s staff knew they worked for Harpin’s Grand Wizard.
“Good morning, my Lord,” Truj responded. “Is your assistant coming with you this morning?”
“Not today. He’s meeting with others, so I’m not expecting him back today. You can take me back to the residence.”
“Very well, my Lord.” Truj lifted him effortlessly from his chair to sit him in his special seat opposite Alom. The carriage turned in the gravel square facing the abbey entrance and left the King’s Keep. It rattled its way along the cobbled streets of Kefnu.
“When we get back to the house, I want you to bring my mouse to me,” Quon told Alom.
Over the next hand, Quon had breakfast alone in his library. After the servants cleared the plates, Johan knocked on the door to usher in the small boy, Nip.
“Has my mouse heard any news that would interest me?” Quon asked.
“Not much, m’lord. Tha Bone Crusher ain’t comes back. An’ we sees patrols leave this morning.”
“The Crusher’s younger apprentice ... Did you call him the Runt?” Nip nodded. “Well, do you know where this Runt used to live in Kefnu? Or what kind of family he has?”
“He’s folks lives close be Jalian’s market. Makes leather stuff thay do,” Nip replied, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “Gots two parents an’ I’s hear abouts a young sister, m’lord. No brothers.”
Quon was pleased with the information and how well using the beggars worked. It was clear to a spy like himself that the local leaders ignored the underbelly of a city, yet this was the best source of knowledge for outsiders. He thought about expanding his network of mice. “Are any of your mice girls?” Nip shook his head. “Do you know any? They may have information that’s useful too.”
“Not thems pokes, m’lord,” Nip said. Quon was surprised by the vehemence in Nip’s voice. “Thems hates us boys. And we’s hates ‘em too. Thems only goods for a poke each week. Nothings more.”
“Are you sure, master Nip?” Quon said. He didn’t want Nip to stop spying for him, so he only pushed him gently.
“No ones listen ta Nip if he talks ta pokes, m’lord.”
Quon gave up. “I understand, master Nip. Now, what you’ve told me is a crown’s worth. Plus a full belly.” Quon took a crown from his purse, placing it on the table for Nip. “Get yourself to the kitchen to have some breakfast. Please send Mr. Johan in as you go.”
When Quon’s butler, Johan, came in, Quon gave him instructions for the carriage to pick him up in twenty minutes. It’s time for the next step, Quon thought, happy with how his plan was going.
[image: image-placeholder]Quon spent a while watching the military movements around the south barracks. He wanted any Otanic spies convinced this was his real purpose for coming here. Finally, he had his carriage take him to the nearby shopping stalls. He sat in his wheeled chair as Truj pushed him around Jalian market. The Count kept his riding-crop resting across his lap. “I seek the black stalls, Truj,” he instructed.
Truj pushed him past three black booths selling leather goods. Two had a boy helping the merchant behind the stall; one had a little girl. Quon had Truj push him to the booth with the little girl.
“Good morning, leather smith,” Quon told the man behind the stall. “I am the Count of Broditch visiting from Harpin. I want to have a saddle fashioned in the distinctive style of Otanic. Is that something you can make?”
“Of course, my lord.” The leather smith bowed to the seated Quon. “What size saddle? We here in Kefnu would be honored to make the best saddle for our admired neighbors from the first kingdom,” the merchant said.
Quon thought the praise was a little too much, but it was a game, so he continued, “Cavalry size should be good. I want the finest leather with some decorative carving around the pommel that is Otanic in design.”
The merchant smiled, thinking of his profit. Even the little girl seemed excited. “When would my lord like to get his saddle?” the merchant asked.
“A fortnight should be adequate. Now, name your price,” Quon said.
The merchant took a minute to calculate the costs and figure his profit. Finally, he said, “Fifty crowns, my Lord. And I’ll make you a saddle you can proudly show.”
It was a reasonable price. Of course, he had no intention of paying for the saddle. “Good. I assume that you will treat this arrangement with discretion. It would not do to have rumors circulating before I can make a present of your saddle,” Quon said. The merchant bowed his acknowledgment. “Good, we understand each other. Please provide your address to my footman. We’ll come to pick it up in a fortnight from tomorrow.” This address meant another chance to avoid the fourth option to defeat Otanic. Quon knew this ultimate action could turn history against him.
While Truj wrote the merchant’s address, Quon got the little girl’s attention. “And what’s your name, lass?”
“Azaly Namik, my lord.”
“Well, Azaly Namik, it’s good to meet you.” Quon pulled out a couple of Harpin crowns from his purse. “This is for you, so you can buy something nice, so long as your Pa agrees.”
After her father gave his approval, Azaly stepped around the stall to take the coins. Up close, Quon noted the hint of a sparkle in her eyes. He gave her the two coins with a generous smile.
“Thank you, my lord.”
As Truj pushed his chair back to the coach, Quon thought about that little girl. Her eyes revealed the early signs of magical ability, an element of wizardry he had studied for several years. At some point, she would become another abomination.
By noon, Quon was back in the Royal Palace. He took Johan with him to replace the absent Lihan. Quon doubted that anyone would notice the difference. As he relaxed in his guest room, the Count of Broditch thought more about the little girl and his hatred of female wizards. Still, he had their address now, so he doubted she would live long enough to become a problem for him.
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A Hard Lesson


The following morning, after that awful shellfish stew, Roon found himself back in Janu’s kitchen. At dinner last night, he noticed Zenii acting strange. He often smiled at Brodia, but Roon didn’t understand why. He thought that she must have learned something new, something important. When he got a chance, he’d ask her what it was. Meanwhile, this morning was more of the same as they walked over from Preem’s old cottage to Janu’s. 
Soon after they arrived, little Sarn’s father left to go to his boatwright’s hut at the bottom of the cutting. Tarin said that many boats needed minor repairs after the storm. Roon sat at the kitchen table beside Brodia, a hand past sunrise.
And he was hungry. It seemed that he was always hungry now. “Excuse me, ma’am?” he said. “Is there anything I can eat?”
“We just had breakfast, Squirt,” Brodia said, jogging his arm.
“Some shellfish stew is left,” Zenii teased from the other side of the table.
“Ignore them both, Roon,” Janu said. “I remember my brother eating everything in sight when he was your age. I have some bread in the cupboard, plus cheese in the cold box. Help yourself.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” He jumped up from his seat to look for the bread. His small shadow, little Sarn tagged along.
“Hurry, master Roon,” Preem instructed. “We’ll be going for a walk along the cliff-top soon.”
After cutting off a thick slice of bread, Roon asked Sarn if he wanted any. The boy nodded, so he cut another slice. He took the block of yellow cheese from the cold box, cutting off two pieces. He lifted little Sarn’s portion with a gripping fist. But when Sarn went to grab it, he moved it away, and again when the boy tried to jump at it. Roon moved the slice around the kitchen table as little Sarn chased it. 
He could hear Preem laughing, but then Brodia interrupted his fun. “Stop playing with your food, Squirt.”
Little Sarn demanded that he keep playing, so Roon apologized. “Sorry, Sarn, but we must eat before going for a walk. We can play some more outside after you’ve eaten all your food.” Roon smiled at himself when he realized he sounded like his Ma.
After eating, Roon followed the adults outside. Together they walked along the top of the cliff, west of the Clover River. When little Sarn ran ahead, Preem instructed Roon to keep up with the energetic boy. Soon he and Sarn were strolling above the beach that curved around to the right. The tide was in again. The tides were a mystery for him at school, so he asked his new friend if the sea was always this far up the beach in the morning.
“No, it changes over the month. Each day it comes in later,” little Sarn explained. Then he grabbed Roon’s right hand. “How did you lose your arm? Does it hurt?”
“I don’t know why it doesn’t work, but it doesn’t hurt, so I don’t care really. It’s never worked for as long as I can remember.”
“Don’t you miss it?”
“Sarn,” Janu called out from behind. “Don’t ask so many questions.”
“It’s alright, ma’am,” Roon said, turning his head. “I don’t care about my arm. I have magic now, so I don’t need it.” Then he told Sarn, “If both my arms worked, they wouldn’t call me the One-Armed Wizard. I like my name.”
As they continued walking with little Sarn holding his hand, Roon realized how much it was true that he enjoyed his nickname. Just as Zenii had once told him, it was a badge. There would come a day when people would be wary of the man with one arm. He sometimes dreamed of saving people, especially girls, with his magic as they called out for help from the One-Armed Wizard.
“You promised to play,” Sarn said, breaking into Roon’s reverie. “Show me some magic.”
Roon stepped closer to the edge and saw a deserted beach. So, he used a gripping fist to pick up a rock to throw far out toward the waves rolling onto the strip of beach. Little Sarn yelled in delight, asking Roon to fly him in the air. After forming a big gripping fist, Roon wrapped it around the young boy. Then he lifted him into the air. There was another cry of joy from Sarn, plus a stern warning from Zenii to be careful with his nephew. Roon kept the boy inside of where he walked near the cliff’s edge.
But little Sarn wanted more. “Fly me over the edge,” he said.
When Roon obliged by flying Sarn just below the cliff's top, he heard objections from behind.
“Please don’t,” little Sarn’s mother said.
“Careful, Squirt.”
Roon turned his head, but, concentrating on Sarn, he lost his footing. The grassy edge gave way under his right foot. He tipped over the edge. For a split second, he thought about saving himself with his right hand, but he was afraid he’d lose little Sarn. So, he let himself go. As he slipped off the clifftop, Roon put all his effort into flying Sarn back up. In a heartbeat, he was falling. He threw his gripping fist over the top to drop Sarn onto solid ground.
Roon’s world slowed as he fell; he remembered Brodia’s lessons about using the lifting hand to cushion a fall. Would it work from his high? He formed a two-foot thick lifting hand and fell toward it. Then he wasn’t falling anymore. He recognized Brodia’s gripping hand, holding him up. He was soon above the clifftop again, looking down as Janu ran to little Sarn, getting back on his feet.
Brodia stood beside his Zenii as she brought him back to the ground in front of her.
“Are you hurt, master Roon?” Preem asked him. Roon shook his head.
A second later, Brodia grabbed him in her arms to hug him. “You did good, Squirt,” she said. “You saved Sarn first, and then I saw that lifting hand to cushion your fall.”
“Indeed, you did,” Preem added. “And I saw Brodia’s fist catch you before you fell far. She was quicker than me.”
“I think you let me win this time.”
“Preem!” Janu called out angrily. “Can you please tell your apprentice to be more careful?”
Roon felt bad. Once again, he’d let his Zenii down. But Preem didn’t seem upset.
“I understand your concern, Janu,” Preem responded. “But in truth, little Sarn was never in danger. Either Brodia or I could have caught them both.”
“You could jump off the cliff right now. However, your brother would catch you before you dropped below the top,” Brodia said.
“Well, that’s great,” Janu snapped back. “You play your wizard's game to pretend you’re saving Vosj. But you’ll not do it with my son!” She directed her following words straight at Brodia with a pointed finger. “One day, you'll understand when you’re a mother.”
“Look, Ma.” Little Sarn ran for the edge to jump off.
As Janu screamed, Roon saw the fists from Brodia and Preem snake out. Preem got to Sarn first, at the top of his arc. Little Sarn rose above the cliff before Preem returned him to his mother.
“You’re going home, right this minute!” Janu scolded her son. “I’ll see you back at the house,” she said to Preem as she marched little Sarn past them with a tight grip on the back of his neck.
[image: image-placeholder]Roon watched little Sarn march back through the fields with his mother. Janu kept them far from the cliff’s edge while not giving her son any chance to escape her grip. Roon was sad that he had caused this rift between Janu and Zenii. But then he remembered how easy it was to fight with his little sister Azaly and how easy it was to become friends again.
Zenii seemed comfortable with his sister’s sudden anger as he said, “Princess Foliana would do the same thing when she was young. At first, it scared me, but eventually, I became good at catching her before she even began to fall.” Preem sat cross-legged in the grass near the cliff’s edge. Brodia, followed by Roon, sat facing him. Roon guessed his teacher was about to give a short talk. “His majesty has asked to travel back to the capital today. So, I will part with you for two days. Use that time to train hard in this fresh sea air.” Preem then looked directly at Brodia. “It is time to teach Apprentice Roon the spearpoint.” Brodia nodded while Roon wanted to cry out triumphantly that he was about to learn the one piece of magic he’d thought about for the last few months. Preem continued his talk. “I want you both to work on fighting as a team.”
“What about the double split, Zenii?” Brodia asked.
“That can wait until I return. The most important thing is making yourselves into a deadly fighting team.”
Roon was pleased with the idea of learning the spearpoint and how to fight alongside Brodia. However, when he glanced at her, she seemed upset, though she didn’t complain.
After a moment’s silence, she said, “Before you go, can we practice attacking you as a team?”
“Indeed. That is an excellent idea. We can stay here for a hand to give Janu time to calm down. Then I must attend to the king.”
Roon looked at Brodia for guidance. She stood up, signaling for him to join her. “I’ll try to distract him with spearpoints while you slide a lifting hand under him. Just don’t kill him, Squirt.”
As they spread out, Preem remained sitting. “Practicing attack and defense is a good idea,” he said. “I want you both to attack me with everything you have. See if you can penetrate my defense.”
“Spread out more, Squirt!” Brodia said. “Get behind Zenii.”
Roon moved behind Zenii. He would flip his liege just as he had flipped Brodia. Zenii was fast, but now Roon would see how being Brodia's back guard could let them defeat a grand wizard. He sent a d’sur fist at Zenii’s back. It dissolved as Preem absorbed it in his shield. No blocking or deflecting like Brodia. Roon’s magical fist literally died in the air. This fight would be an important test of his progress and how to be Brodia’s partner. Soon he would be telling Azaly how he knocked over the Bone Crusher.
“Faster, Squirt,” Brodia called out.
Roon concentrated on his role, sending fists that vanished against Preem’s shield. Ever faster, he sent his fists, but Zenii absorbed each one in his shield. Roon threw four in quick succession, firing them in from different sides. Brodia sent two spearpoints at Zenii, one from each side. Remembering the plan, Roon tried to jam a shield under Preem’s defense. But again, it disappeared. While he thought about what to do next, two fists came at him from each side. He deflected one, but the other hit him in the chest, knocking him down.
He popped up to grab a rock in a gripping fist and another in his hand. He tossed them both at the same time. Preem deflected them. Roon realized his Zenii hadn’t moved, sitting with his head bowed in concentration with his arms folded. He could have been asleep if not for the speed he neutralized all of Roon and Brodia’s attacks. Roon fought hard to find a way through, still imagining telling his little sister about knocking over a grand wizard.
As Roon reached for another rock, he saw two fists flying at him. He went to swat them aside with his magical shield, but they passed through as if it wasn’t there. The first hit him hard in the chest, the second in his stomach.
Lying on the grassy ground, crunched into a fetal ball, Roon fought to get air back in his lungs. Those hits were so much harder than the billy-goat from last year. Finally, he got onto his knees, trying to stretch out his stomach. Preem sat unmoved. Brodia was crunched into a ball on the ground, retching. Zenii had shown no mercy for her bandaged head or Roon’s useless arm. Roon realized it was another hard lesson in the school of magic.
He knew that had Preem been Harpin’s Grand Wizard, he and Brodia would be dead by now. The raw, singular power of a grand wizard was something he’d never felt before.
“Get your breath back,” Preem advised as he got up. “I’ll check the area for any wizard stones.”
Roon gazed at Brodia. She looked worse than he felt. How did Preem’s two fists pass through his shield so easily? He stood up, using a simple d’sur fist to raise himself.
“Are you alright, Squirt?” she said. By now, she was on her knees, gasping to get air into her lungs. Zenii must have hit her even harder.
Roon staggered over to help her up. “I think so. By the Gods, that was one-sided.”
Brodia gave a strangled laugh. “Zenii just taught us not to be so rooster sure as to think we can fight Harpin’s Grand Wizard.”
After stretching out her stomach, she sat on the grass. Happy for the excuse, Roon sat beside her before lying back, flat on the ground, to recover faster.
“Did Zenii’s fist pass through your shield?” Roon asked after a minute as he lay inhaling deeply. She nodded, telling him three fists had passed through her shield as if it wasn’t there. “Have you ever killed a man?” he asked, suddenly concerned over his duties to come.
“Yes, Squirt. I never told you what happened to Yarin. It fell to me to kill him with my knife as we were both without our wands at that second. I hope I never have to kill another person, be they a man, woman, boy, or girl. But then we are to be wizards, so that hope is silly.”
Zenii stepped over to squat in front of them. “Our duty is not an easy one. We must act ruthlessly at times, with grace or compassion at other times. You are both as much as I could hope for. Now, I must take their highnesses to Kefnu.” He patted Roon on his head. “I need you both here to protect my family until I return. I should be back tomorrow evening.”
Roon wanted to go, but he kept quiet. Brodia calmly asked. “What are your instructions for us, Zenii?”
“Keep my family safe until I return. And train hard to be a team. You must always have an appetite to be better.” Preem spread out his arms to form a lifting hand plus several d’sur fists. He rose gracefully before racing away toward the elder’s house. Within moments he was dropping out of sight at the village square.
“C’mon, Squirt. Let’s go to practice some more. I don’t think Zenii’s sister will want to see us for a while. You need to be faster and stronger. If you can throw two fists plus a lifting hand in under two seconds, I’ll show you the spearpoint.”
“Great!” Roon exclaimed.
“Meanwhile, I have my own mountain to climb. I can see the top, but I’ve still got much climbing to do. However, I’ve run out of time.”
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 War Council


Preem rose into the air on his lifting hand. The royal couple sat behind him on a rug provided by Elder Thoum. Removing his hat, Preem stuffed it for safety inside his new leather coat. He had to fly a hundred leagues quickly, which meant he also needed to shield his royal passengers from the wind. Using gripping fists to latch onto distant objects, he pulled the weightless lifting hand through the air. 
The view amazed King Attim, who exclaimed that he should do this to see all his lands. His words surprised Preem, who assumed his Zenii, Sarn the Sage, had flown the royal couple in the past.
“We see why our precocious daughter loved to play with you, Sir Wizard,” Queen Thalia said. “Can apprentice Brodia fly like this?”
“Not yet, your highness, but soon she will.” Preem focused on the route, selecting good anchor points as they flew a hundred feet in the air. Every minute, he picked new anchor points about a quarter league ahead. His speed was a league every four minutes, half his normal speed. Still, this speed meant he would fly his passengers into the capital in three hands. He heard the queen chatting with her husband. Preem tried not to listen but couldn’t miss that they were discussing the last time they visited the town of Bigbend. Preem planned to miss that town by a few leagues.
Then King Attim was talking directly to him. “We would appreciate the chance to visit the town of Bigbend, sir Wizard.”
Preem was keen to reach Kefnu to look for the strange magical source he detected yesterday. But he couldn’t deny his liege lord any such request. “I will move east to follow the river, sire.” Preem adjusted his route slightly to the east, expecting to see the sun’s reflection off the river soon.
As the ground sped under them, Preem reached out to search for any wizard stones within a hundred leagues. But only found the two behind him, Brodia and Roon. Then, on one of his sweeps, he detected a d’dec near Kefnu. Unlike the d’dec he noticed yesterday, this one was alight for just a few moments with the presence of powerful magic. But it did not seem malignant, and then it was gone. He wondered if it could be some strange shadow or reflection of his d’dec. But that made no sense in the end.
Soon he saw the sun glinting off a north-south ribbon of water to the east. Closing on the river, he swept for the d’dec many times but didn’t see it again. It was a mystery that gave him chills. Once more, he felt as if he was playing a game of nanuj when he couldn’t see the board.
A quarter hand farther north along the river, Preem saw the houses of a town huddled along the western shore.
“It looks so different from this height,” the king said. “From below, we see an organized town. From here, it seems less so.”
“Indeed, sire. I suspect designing a town from the air would mean a different approach.” 
Preem slowed to lower his platform over Bigbend’s town square. He came to rest near the elder’s house. The few people walking across the main square had stopped to watch their arrival. The grass was bare in places, while several old trees offered broad patches of shade from the sun. The scene seemed serene to Preem, but his mind remained locked on that powerful magical presence to his immediate north, in the vicinity of Kefnu.
King Attim walked toward the elder’s door, which opened ahead of him. Elder Matan stood in the doorway, bowing deeply to the king. Preem rolled up the rug and followed them into the elder’s house. 
Inside, Queen Thalia told her husband, “I would rather avoid boring talk of politics. Do I have your permission to visit the town’s market, your grace? Maybe Wizard Preem can accompany me.”
The king quickly agreed, so Preem found himself strolling beside the queen. He had hoped to express the need to reach the capital quickly, but now he was to be the queen’s escort.
Queen Thalia looked at the dresses on the market’s three blue stalls. The people of the town all bowed or curtsied to their queen, muttering some words Preem couldn’t understand. The queen asked his opinion on an orange and pink dress she thought would be nice for Princess Foliana. He mumbled a half-hearted yes, as his mind remained elsewhere.
“I was pleased to see the princess make friends with Apprentice Bodia,” Queen Thalia said, keeping the conversation formal. “I heard you decided to have Brodia accompany Foliana to Lastin.”
Preem’s scanned the Kefnu area for any d’decs. Guessing the queen asked about another dress, he responded, “It looks pretty, ma’am.”
Preem didn’t see the queen’s smile as she stroked a yellow dress with the back of her hand. “The princess was always infatuated with you,” she said casually. “But I believe you’re in love with your first apprentice.”
But Preem didn’t hear this. So, he mumbled an “ah ha” to appear engaged with the conversation.
“What concerns you, sir Wizard?” she asked as she picked up a light green dress with dark green flowers embroidered on the bodice. “You’re like a dog that hears something interesting we don’t. Your attention is elsewhere.” Though her voice was soft to avoid drawing even more attention to them, her light touch on his arm pulled him out of his reverie. “So, what is it? Is there danger?”
“Indeed, ma’am,” he replied in a voice too soft for others to hear. “Half a hand ago, I felt someone with great power doing magic in the capital.”
Queen Thalia gazed at him for a moment. Then she burst into action. “I’ll take these three dresses.” She indicated the orange, green, and blue dresses. “Deliver them to the elder’s house now.” After dropping ten crowns into the stunned merchant’s hand, the queen began marching toward the elder’s house.
As they walked across the square, Preem tried to take the edge off the queen’s anxiety by saying, “Princess Foliana will look good in those dresses.”
“I’ll give them away to charity. The people here will remember the king’s visit for a year, but they’ll remember the queen who bought dresses for ten years or more. It’s how I lift the hearts of the people.”
Preem and Queen Thalia reached the opposite side of the square. As soon as she preceded Preem into the house, she said calmly to her husband, “Your Majesty, we must leave now.”
To his credit, King Attim took one glance at his wife before standing to say goodbye. “Thank you, Elder Matan; we must be away on state business.”
Outside, Preem replaced the rug on the newly reformed lifting hand before helping the king and queen to sit. Before beginning his ascent, he saw a boy running across the square with a package. He waited for the young lad to pass the package to the queen, who gave the boy a crown for his efforts.
Once Preem had them high in the air, King Attim asked about the rush. “I’ve detected magic in the area of Kefnu, sire.”
“Then make all haste, sir Wizard.”
Preem began moving directly toward the city, pulling the lifting hand at the same speed as before. They were still more than a hand away. Constantly he scanned the city but detected nothing. Thirty leagues south of the city, he reached out with a gripping fist to the crenels along the city’s walls. He connected to one, so he could fly easier. He sensed another brief flash of magic; this time, he was certain it came from the city. The enemy is inside our gates.
“Sire, can I ask for a war council as soon as we arrive?”
“Agreed,” King Attim responded. “Are you able to fly faster than this?”
“Indeed, sire.” Preem steadily increased the speed until he estimated they covered one league every two minutes. The ground sped past them while he kept a warm cocoon around his passengers. In a short time, the city walls were a smudge on the horizon. Soon after, he slowed the flight as they passed the West Gate’s barbican.
“That was most interesting, Wizard Preem,” King Attim commented once the speed had dropped. “We did not think such a speed was possible.”
“It does take some time to adjust to such speeds, sire.”
“It certainly does. We may choose a slower speed should the need arise again. For the sake of the queen.”
“Indeed, sire.”
Keeping below the city wall’s top, he skirted around the outside of the city to the green towers of the King’s Keep. Preem rose over the parapet to land gently on the lawn near the glass doors into the throne room. One of the two poppy-red guardsmen at the door ran over to them, hand on the hilt of his sword until he recognized the king.
“Your Majesties.” The guard bowed, and Preem saw him signal to the guard at the door, who ducked back into the palace.
“Corporal Haam, are the ministers in the Palace?” King Attim asked as he helped the queen to her feet.
“Yes, sire, most of them are.” Preem was impressed with the guard’s size. He was massive, yet he moved more like a cat than a bull.
“Go now to instruct the chancellor to convene a war council immediately.”
Corporal Haam hesitated momentarily, looking at Preem as if he didn’t trust him fully. Preem smiled at him, amused by his uncertainty.
“Come man,” King Attim said. “The wizard has had our lives in his hands for the entire day.”
“Yes, sire.” Haam turned to hurry back into the palace.
Donning his hat once again, Preem followed the king and queen to the palace doors. Other King’s Guardsmen were hurrying to open the doors. Normally silent, the bewildered men bowed as they mumbled, “Your Majesties.” King Attim swept past them, giving no acknowledgment. Preem realized that the king had switched from his informal self, during the flight, to the full majesty mode of the ruling monarch in his court. The throne room was as different as any place could be from the normalcy of the town of Bigbend. Gold veins ran through the white marble of the floor and matching pillars. Overhead, the beams displayed carvings of dragons or other mythical creatures. The artisans intended for people to see the opulence throughout this room.
As he passed the two thrones on the raised dais, the king said to his wife, “Your Grace may retire. We will join you later after our council meeting.”
“As you wish, sire.” Queen Thalia gave a slight curtsey before walking away with the package from Bigbend tucked under her arm. She had only gone a few paces when two out-of-breath ladies-in-waiting came rushing up. One took the package. All three left through the door carved in the dragon motif where the king entered during the Royal Court.
[image: image-placeholder]Preem followed the king across the throne room to the door that led into the privy council room. He had never entered this room through this, the King’s Door. In the room, Chancellor Plov stood beside a chair, dressed in everyday attire. He bowed to King Attim. Preem stood behind the first chair to the king’s left. Moments later, the chamberlain entered, followed by the defense minister. Both wore their formal clothes. Each bowed to the king, sitting in his high-backed chair.
The ministers seemed harried at the king’s sudden appearance. The king told everyone to sit. Preem sat facing the three ministers as if he were on trial.
“We had no reports of your passage here, your Highness,” Chamberlain Kannal, began, sitting forward in his seat. “I will quickly get to the bottom of why we were not alerted in time to ensure an appropriate reception for our king.”
“Fear not, minister. It is no fault of anyone. A bad storm swept our ship ashore, and Wizard Preem flew us from the coast this morning. No horse or carriage could go faster than our good wizard.” Minister Kannal sat back at this. So the king continued, “Wizard Preem has asked for this meeting, so we will allow him to say what concerns him.”
“Thank you, sire.” Preem paused to compose his thoughts before beginning, “I have detected wizard activity here in the city. Possibly from two different wizards, a leader with an apprentice. Has there been any unusual events in the last day or two?”
“Besides the storm that came through yesterday, we have had no attacks in the city,” the defense minister, General Fenaton replied. “But we have disturbing reports from the villages west of here, near the foothills. A rider came in this morning after riding all night. Small bands of Harpinian soldiers have attacked three villages near the western foothills.”
“We also have a suspicious diplomatic visitor from Harpin,” Plov added. When the chancellor didn’t offer a name, Preem asked who it was. But the chancellor was reluctant to say, looking to the king for permission to reveal a state secret.
“Wizard Preem is now a member of our war council,” King Attim confirmed.
“As you wish, sire,” Plov said. “The visitor from Harpin is Count Quon of Broditch. He arrived just as the storm did, sir Wizard.”
Preem hadn’t heard of this nobleman before and realized he knew little about Harpin’s aristocracy, a failing on his part. When he asked where the Broditch estate was, the general told him it was fifty leagues over the border on the Otan River. Something about that location concerned Preem, though he couldn’t decide what it was at that moment.
“Do you suspect the count, sir Wizard?” the king asked.
“Perhaps, sire. Though it’s more likely to be someone less conspicuous, maybe his footman or a servant that travels with him.”
“The count may be a spy, sire,” General Fenaton added. “This morning, he appeared at the south barracks where I was meeting with my staff to address the reports from the villages. I saw the count’s distinctive carriage. He was most interested in my movements. But how did he know I would be there?”
“Did the count move around while he was there or talk to anyone from Kefnu?” Preem asked.
“The count is a cripple restricted to a wheeled chair,” Plov said. “My informants saw the count talking to some of Kefnu’s criminals at the South Barracks. I believe he is using them as a ring of spies.” Plov paused before saying, “However, we are more concerned over the general’s reports that Harpinian soldiers have attacked our western villages. Which is an overt act of war, sire.”
The king asked General Fenaton to relay the reports of the attacks. As the defense minister told them about groups of six soldiers attacking the villages of Castin, Luggof, and Narbend, Preem’s mind wandered back to the Count of Broditch. It was clear that Harpin was ready to go to war. He feared for Brodia. If she were a journeyman wizard, the expectation would be that she could go on separate missions. But he could keep her under his protection if she remained an apprentice. It was a conundrum he struggled to resolve in his mind.
Meanwhile, Fenaton assured the king that a regiment sent to the west would stop these Harpin acts of aggression. The conversation spun around concerns that these attacks were a diversion intended to weaken the capital’s defenses. Preem continued his internal dialog about the count and whether Harpin’s grand wizard was among his staff. The count was a cripple, which eliminated him as the wizard. Then another warning from Sarn’s teaching came to his mind. “Do not be blinded by your assumptions,” Sarn had warned Preem many times.
Unable to make a final decision on allowing Brodia to become a journeyman wizard, Preem turned his attention to the council’s discussion. The king was asking about Harpin’s army buildup along the border. The general said it was similar to last year’s buildup, which came to nothing in the end. The other ministers nodded in agreement. Preem thought once more about Sarn’s advice on assumptions blinding people.
“You’ve been quiet, Wizard Preem,” the king said. “What is your opinion on these developments? Can we ignore the troop buildups in Harpin?”
Preem considered the question. Last year Harpin backed away from invading, but deep in his soul, he sensed this would be different. “I believe something caused the enemy to change their plans last year. It may have been the killing of the Western Strangler or something else. Whatever it was, this year it feels different. The enemy wizard is hiding nearby. He is either an advanced scout, or preparing for the invasion, or both.”
“And you recommendation, sir Wizard?” the chamberlain asked.
Feeling inadequate to make military recommendations, Preem hoped to avoid making a direct proposal. “It could well be a diversion to pull soldiers from the protection of the capital, or it could create an open pathway for a Harpinian army to attack from the west. We need more information to know what to do.”
Preem was surprised to see the ministers, even the highly revered General Fenaton, nod in agreement. The king made the final decision ordering each of them to come back with proposals for action at tomorrow’s war council.
Preem understood the king’s logic in assigning the most significant worry to the presence of Harpinian soldiers to the west. However, he remained primarily concerned over the arrival of a Harpinian count. “Has the count expressed a reason for his visit at this time?”
“The count came all this way to propose a peace agreement between the fourth and first kingdoms,” Chancellor Plov said. “At first, he offered a peace accord in exchange for a wizard’s stone. When we said that wasn’t ours to give, he offered us peace in exchange for an annual tribute of ten thousand crowns, sire. The count added that he would use the funds to purchase food from Otanic.”
“Outrageous, that is blackmail, which we will not bow to.” King Attim spoke calmly as if expecting such an offer. This was Preem’s first council meeting. He realized it was no different than a family discussion, except the stakes were much higher.
Chamberlain Kannal said, “The count is our guest in the palace, sire. At your pleasure, we can summon him to hear our response.”
For Preem, this was a disturbing revelation. He didn’t like Count Quon being that close to the king. But Kannal tried to assure him that the count was a cripple who could not cause any significant trouble. “I would like to meet this count, sire,” Preem requested.
“So would we, sir Wizard. My lords, announce the Royal Court for today and invite this Harpinian count. We will confront him on these diversions in our western lands. Plus, our good wizard will have a chance to take this cripple’s measure.”
“As you wish, sire.”
“Now, my lords. We wish to retire after a fascinating ride from Clovermouth.”
Preem stood with the others to bow to the king as he left through the King’s Door.
[image: image-placeholder]Preem was in the throne room ten minutes before the Royal Court started. Pushing down his fears, he took deep breaths. Though he couldn’t detect anything, he sensed the enemy was close. In the next several minutes, he could be challenged in ways he had never experienced. The various dignitaries milled about the throne room, forming clumps of vibrant colors as they discussed whatever was vital to them. Preem had no time for the small talk of the aristocracy. He sought something else.
He caught the first glimpse of his target when he saw a large man pushing a wheeled chair between two groups. All he knew about the Count of Broditch was that he was crippled, so Preem slipped between two groups to follow the pair.
Preem studied the back of the large footman pushing the chair, looking for a tarner or mastyon. However, the elegantly dressed man carried nothing that Preem thought could hide a d’dec. Was he wrong about the count’s entourage? He needed to see the man’s eyes.
Preem passed the man in the wheeled chair, stopping as if surprised. The fashionably dressed nobleman wore a yellow embroidered jacket with a matching dark-yellow hat that shaded his face.
Preem introduced himself. “Good afternoon, sir. I haven’t seen you here before.” He glanced at the footman’s face and was disappointed to see two expressionless eyes gazing back. The eyes were normal.
“Count Quon,” the elderly gentleman introduced himself, pulling Preem away from his brief examination of the footman’s eyes.
“My lord.” Preem gave a respectful bow. Taking advantage of his lowered head, Preem glanced at the Count’s face, but he dipped his head too, preventing Preem from seeing his eyes.
“And you must be the Grand Wizard,” Quon said pleasantly. “‘Bone crusher’, is that what they call you?”
“Indeed, my lord,” Preem replied with a thin smile. “Though not well deserved nor enjoyed.”
“We rarely choose the names others call us. People refer to me as the ‘Crippled Count,’ but I have come to accept it.”
“Indeed, my lord.” Preem noticed the count carried an ornate riding crop, with an intricately carved bone handle, in his lap. It was an unusual item for a cripple to have.
“I see my riding crop interests you.” The count held out the implement. “Would you like to look at it?”
“Thank you, Count.” Preem took the leather and bone crop, turning it over to inspect the fine carving in the handle. He searched for even the slightest fluctuation in the waves from his d’dec.
“I had it made many years ago,” Count Quon said. “Though I can no longer ride, I keep it as a memento of happier times.”
As he continued to examine the count’s riding crop, Preem asked how the count lost the use of his legs. The nobleman relayed a short story about a riding accident in a forest. The level of detail in the report surprised Preem. He wondered if it was too much detail, given the count was seriously injured and would have been insensitive to his surroundings.
Preem returned the count’s memento, who took it without raising his face, so Preem still couldn’t see his eyes. Instead, Preem sent a magical fist close to his face. Quon betrayed no reaction. Glancing at the footman, Preem saw no response there either.
Frustrated, Preem straightened up. “The council said that you wanted a wizard’s stone. This is not something I am prepared to release unless King Attim commands it. Besides, I have heard that Harpin has stones of its own.” Preem paused. “Surely a man of your years remembers when my Zenii, Sarn the Sage, defeated the Harpinian army, killing your grand wizard. He must have been too weak to survive the simplest attack from my tutor,” Preem said, though it wasn’t certain that Sarn had killed the enemy grand wizard.
“I heard the same rumors,” the count responded. However, Preem noted a slight inflection as he said these words. The count continued, “If we cannot get a wizard’s stone, maybe the grand wizard would care to provide a map to the Midnight Towers. We hear rumors of a wonderfully powerful stone there. Though no wizard exists that can claim it. Or so they say.”
“I wouldn’t believe too much in wild speculations, my lord.” Preem hoped his voice didn’t betray his horror that the count knew of the master d’dec. “I have heard many unbelievable stories. No matter what I say, people continue to believe in these rumors. It could be that these stories come from weak-minded people, hoping that other weak-minded people will not only believe them but will even reward the storyteller.”
Preem saw the count’s body tense at these words. Just then, the clock struck three, and the king filed in with his ministers. The count’s footman pushed the nobleman to the receiving line. Preem stayed back, leaning against one of the stone pillars.
Later, sitting on his throne, King Attim asked if anyone had a pressing request. On cue, a western nobleman asked about the attacks on two of his villages.
“A most understandable concern, my lord,” King Attim intoned. “And one we are responding to. Perhaps Count Quon of Broditch can help shed some light on these craven attacks.”
“I am at a loss too, your Majesty,” Quon replied. “These attacks are most cowardly raids on unarmed villagers. Harpin has no knowledge of such underhanded aggression. We wonder if there is an unknown rebel group in the mountains.”
“We can assure the Count that our people are happy here in Otanic.”
“Of course, sire.” The count bowed his head. “I meant no disrespect.”
Preem remained in the background, following the conversation intently. Listening to the words from the count, he had little doubt the men raiding the villages came from Harpin. It was just another move by the enemy, intended to garner a response. 
As he pondered the problem, he thought about his Zenii and what he had told him seven years ago. Sarn had thought he’d seriously injured Harpin’s grand wizard in the past but never found the body. Could Sarn have left the grand wizard a cripple? It was a strange thought. Preem assumed the enemy wizard had to be physically capable. But Roon had already shown that magic didn’t care about a physical disability.
He decided it would be safest to remain in this part of Otanic close to the king. Certainly, he couldn’t risk traveling to Clovermouth. That meant events had stranded his apprentices on the south coast, so they would have to bring his parents to Kefnu by wagon. It would be a long and arduous journey.
As Preem thought about getting his family to Kefnu, General Fenaton, in plain clothes, came to stand beside him.
“I saw you talking to the Count of Broditch,” Fenaton whispered. “Did you discover if the enemy wizard is a part of his entourage?”
Preem gave a slight shrug. “The count may be a cripple, but I suspect he is the grand wizard. He is the right age. I need to see his staff to be sure it isn’t someone else.”
“A cripple. Are you sure?”
“Not yet, my lord,” Preem responded. “But I will find a way to reveal the truth soon enough.”
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It was the day after Preem left with the king. Brodia was the first apprentice, responsible for Preem’s family’s safety. She also had to prepare for the upcoming war with Harpin. The training  yesterday afternoon went poorly. She managed to get Roon to react faster, but not well enough to teach him the spearpoint. 
It would take Zenii at least another day to return from Kefnu. Since Preem asked her to delay finding the double split, she held off on her own training yesterday. But she chaffed at the unexpected shift in emphasis. It left her wondering what had changed his mind.
Together with Roon, she strode along the clifftop toward the stand of trees for today’s training. Once they were out of sight of the village, she instructed Roon to sit at one of two trees while she sat with her back leaning on the other. For the previous year, she trained Roon daily. To some extent, this moment was the same. But it felt very different to her. Today she carried greater responsibility along with more uncertainty. Today, she was on the cusp of becoming a wizard and confused by Zenii’s sudden indifference to her fulfilling her destiny as a Defender of Vosj.
“Throw a d’sur fist at me,” she instructed after clearing her mind of the thoughts that swirled around. Roon obliged, sending a tight fist at her head. She deflected it. “Throw another as quick as you can.” Another fist came from the side; she shifted her shield to deflect it. “Don’t wait for me to block it; drop it to throw a second fist from a different direction. Make it so I don’t know which one to block.”
Roon sent a fist from her right side that dissolved halfway to her, followed by another from her left. “Faster Squirt!” The fists were a second apart and too slow to challenge her. Roon sent the fists faster, letting each drop before creating a new one. As he worked, Brodia saw Roon relax letting his good arm rest by his side. All his effort was in his mental control of the d’sur. Now he looks like a wizard, she thought, smiling to herself.
Despite the improvement, she pushed him harder. “Faster. Fly them harder,” she admonished. The fists were coming less than a second apart. “C’mon, Squirt!” she yelled. “Mix in a lifting hand.” Finally, the attacks came so fast even she had to concentrate hard to keep them out. “Enough,” she said at last.
The sweat glistened on Roon’s forehead as he sat watching her with a broad smile on his face. “How did I do?”
“Good. Remember that trick, make them react to your first fist before dropping it to make another. Maybe they’ll get complacent, allowing a real one to get through.”
“I will, Brodia,” Roon said as he leaned back to relax. “Can I learn the spearpoint now?”
She nodded to him. This was the critical point for her. Preem taught her primarily through them joining her d’dec, which allowed her to see the technique. But this approach of joining meant she could sense Preem’s feelings toward her. She remembered the sudden blossoming of his feelings yesterday. It was a change that also confused her about his sudden change of attitude toward her learning the double split.
She had never made the same d’dec joining with Roon and was afraid of what she would find if she did. Nonetheless, it was what she needed to do in order to satisfy Zenii’s request.
“Watch closely, then,” she said as she connected with his d’dec to form a spearpoint slowly. The spearpoint was deadly sharp. “Try to guide it yourself, Squirt.”
Silently, Roon moved it toward another tree while she maintained the shape. When the point was about to impact the tree trunk, she dissolved it.
“Again.” She formed another point. “This time, you take over keeping that shape.”
The spearpoint wavered a little, losing most of its sharpness. Her mind wandered as Roon worked to keep the shape. At first, she tried not to examine Roon’s feelings that were open to her now. But the temptation was too great. So, she looked. She found a deep-rooted admiration for her. Buried in his feelings was a sense of her as a strong person and to guard her back. Roon’s feelings profoundly surprised her. She expected jealousy or indifference at best.
She snapped herself back out of his d’dec for a moment. The spearpoint wavered further without her presence. So, she re-entered.
“Again,” she said, focusing on the spearpoint and not Roon’s emotions. Brodia repeated the creation of the spearpoint several times. Each time, Roon was better at keeping the shape sharp enough to kill. When satisfied, she instructed him to build a spearpoint by himself. The first one was good, the second not so good.
“Keep practicing, Squirt.” She lifted herself. “You have the concept; now you must make it your own and learn to build it in less than a second.”
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia walked away, unsure of what she was going to do. She continued walking until she could no longer see the sea or Roon. Satisfied that she had privacy, she sat beside a tree to clear her mind of her frustrations at Preem. What had changed his mind about her learning the double split? Normally she would be tugging on her ear, but instead, she formed a single split, shaping each fist into a spearpoint. The points were exquisite, so fine they made her want to laugh at the crudeness of the single spearpoint Yarin used against her a year ago.
Preem’s unexpected change of heart reminded her of when he was about to start a dangerous covert mission to Harpin City. With no warning, he stopped her from going with him by giving her a docile mission to accompany Princess Foliana to the spring flower festival in Lastin. She smiled as she remembered how dangerous that ‘safe’ task became when Harpin tried to kidnap the princess.
Suddenly it was clear. Preem was stopping her because he wanted to swaddle her in safety. Damn him to the Gods! She was a Defender of Vosj; she was ready to lay down her life to defend the realm, and he had no right to stop her. Angrily, she tossed her blackened wand onto the ground. It bounced, coming to rest six feet away. You can stay there, she thought, leaning her head back against the tree.
Brodia wanted to scream away her anger. But instead, she closed her eyes to think about the things that had shaped her during the past year. It was easy to point to each event and what she learned. This moment was another, but what was she to learn from it? That men can’t get beyond seeing women like chickens to be protected from the fox? She already knew that. Surely it meant she was to learn something about herself.
She opened her eyes to gaze at her blackened wand. It was the source of her power. It meant that no one could swaddle her, not Preem or any other man or woman. She reached out to the d’dec in her wand. Of course, it was too far away from her. But she reached out anyway, building her demands to enter even as it eluded her efforts to see the imaginary cave’s entrance. You will, you dumb thing!
More and more, she pushed. Not expecting to succeed, she relaxed her mind. It was a game to help burn away her frustrations. Pushing ever harder, she suddenly sensed the d’sur flowing from the soil into the tip of her blackened wand. It was as if the power of the d’sur first came from Vosj before it spread out from the d’dec.
The image of the d’sur flowing into her d’dec mesmerized her. Then, without warning, the heavy curtains were there, so she pushed through them. The stone inside shone with a blue haze. Grappling it with all her strength, she forced it to form a single split. Then, spreading her fingers, she split the fist a second time!
Shocked, she dropped out of her d’dec. Brodia still saw her d’dec draw the d’sur waves in. Then she re-entered to prove it wasn’t a fluke. It wasn’t. In then out, she switched until she could do it in a second. Each time she forcefully wrestled the blue stone into a double split. She wanted to yell out her success but decided to keep practicing instead. Her one problem was being able to adjust the wand’s distance from her head. She needed a much longer wand. Picking up her blackened wand, she stood to find a better wand.
Walking around, she searched the ground for a suitable branch. Finding nothing to satisfy her, she formed an ultra-thin edge to slice a straight, four-finger-thick branch from a tree.
Sitting cross-legged, she stripped off the side twigs before cutting the branch to five feet. Using her Ash’tin knife, she cut a deep groove near the branch's top. Lastly, she pushed her blackened wand into the groove. Now she could control how far it was from her head. Up to seven feet was possible. Holding her branch by the end away from her wand, she stretched out her arm to let the branch’s tip rest on the ground. All around her, Brodia saw the d’sur rising from the soil. No matter where she held the branch, the closest d’sur changed direction to flow into the tip. All the d’sur for several feet moved toward her d’dec. Her wizard’s stone concentrated the world’s energy for her to use. The Defender’s power came from Vosj itself.
Allowing the d’dec no chance to resist, she forced her way through the curtains guarding the imaginary cave. Brodia formed the double split in a second. She laughed as the four d’sur fists floated in front of her. She marveled at what she had accomplished before letting the four d’sur fists dissolve. For the next ten minutes, she practiced forming the double split until she could do it in the blink of an eye.
The next challenge was controlling four fists at the same time. Smiling to herself, she thought this was an area she had a natural advantage. She used to do multiple things all the time, whereas Hirin couldn’t talk and play nanuj simultaneously, a tactic she often used against him.
She formed one d’sur fist into a lifting hand and another into a gripping fist. But the gripping fist dissolved when she formed the third into a spearpoint.
This was going to be harder than she’d hoped. She concentrated on the two formed fists and molded the third one into a gripping fist, but the spearpoint dissolved.
She closed her eyes to cut out all other distractions while she practiced. Sitting quietly, she lost track of time as she tried different approaches. Success came when she treated it like a nanuj game where she was exploring several lines of attack at the same time. Each fist became a piece on the board that she was moving in her mind.
The sun stood high in the sky when she knew she could control all four fists. She opened her eyes once more. Brodia wanted to know how much power she had in her d’sur fists. Reaching out to a nearby tree, she formed one gripping fist around its trunk and another around its bottom branch. She pulled the branch toward her, holding the trunk steady. With a sharp crack, the foot-thick branch snapped off from the tree. Once more, she gasped at her new power. Then she thought of the broken branch as someone’s head. She feared this raw power she was responsible for; she could never risk losing her temper.
She decided to keep her double split secret from Zenii for now. After all, he didn’t want her to learn it yet. Of course, she’d have to show him eventually, and then he’d be forced to make her a journeyman wizard. The thought of surprising him made her smile.
[image: image-placeholder]As she sat beside the tree, pondering her strength, she felt her stomach rumbling. If she was hungry, young Roon must be famished. The boy was growing fast, already taller than her and physically stronger. After a moment's thought, she decided to return to the cliff so they could break for lunch.
It would also give her a chance to show off her double split. She formed four fists, slipping a lifting hand under her cross-legged sitting stance while using two gripping fists to hold onto trees. She flew herself to the cliff’s edge where she found Roon, diligently forming his spearpoints.
“Hey, Squirt,” she called out. “Let’s see if you can get one of those spearpoints through my guard.” He let out a yelp of joy as he jumped up. His first spearpoint came slow, cautiously, through the air. She swatted it aside. “Don’t, Squirt. Fire them as fast as you can. If one nicks me, it’ll be my fault.”
The spearpoints came faster. Brodia deflected them all, her shield too powerful for Roon’s magic as she moved back and forth between the trees giving him a fast-moving target. At first, it was difficult to keep flying as she deflected Roon’s spearpoints. However, she settled into a rhythm that allowed her to move ever faster, dodging among the trees to make it hard for Roon to settle on her as a target.
“Faster, Squirt,” she called out more than once. “Throw your spearpoints ahead of my path.”
Just as he released another spearpoint, she sent a lifting hand to flip him over. He bounced up to send another spearpoint. She flipped him again, though this time, he almost blocked it.
“Alright, alright. Time for a break,” Brodia laughed from her floating platform. “I, for one, am hungry.” As she settled on the ground dissolving all her fists, Roon sent another attack. She quickly formed a shield to deflect it. “Cheeky, Squirt!” she said with a broad smile.
“Well, you did say we always have to be ready.”
As they sat by the cliff’s edge, Brodia reached out to tussle Roon’s hair. “You’re stronger than Yarin was in Lowmouth. You’re dangerous now, so remember to be careful around others.”
“Do you really think I’m that strong?” he asked. She could sense the doubt in his voice.
“Yes. If anyone makes fun of that arm of yours, you can dump ‘em on their arse.” She laughed before adding in a serious voice. “Only don’t.” He assured her he would never use his power in such a way.
The two of them settled at the top of the cliff with their legs hanging over the edge. It was a precarious position for anyone else. Brodia watched the sea birds flying about the clifftop as she ate the sour apple she brought. They were so graceful; would she ever be that beautiful in the air? Roon broke into her reverie, asking to look at her branch-like wand. He took a few minutes to study how she made it.
Giving her wand back, Roon asked if she was strong enough to pull out a tree.
“I’m not sure, Squirt,” she said. “I feel much stronger, but I’m scared to discover its limits. However, I’d be crazy to think I’m strong enough to pull out a tree. Besides, I don’t want to damage a tree to find out.”
“I bet you a crown you can pull up a tree,” Roon said quickly. His voice carried pride even though it wasn’t his strength being challenged. “That tree’s leaning over the cliff.” He pointed to a young oak tree tilting out over the cliff’s edge. “The storm must have pushed it that way. It’ll fall soon, so you could be doing good by removing it.”
Brodia tried to dodge Roon’s challenge. All her life, boys had coaxed her to do things she didn’t want to do. Yet, this wasn’t as if Roon was trying to get something from her or show her up. The tree’s trunk must be over a foot in diameter. She was tempted to say that she didn’t want to fail, but all she said was, “I’m not sure about this, Squirt.”
“If the tree falls, it could destroy many bird nests. You’d be helping them,” Roon said. He paused before adding, “It’s worth a try.”
Standing, Brodia first leaned over the cliff to check the beach below; no one was in sight. Holding her branch out at arm’s length, she formed a single gripping fist, clamping it around the base of the leaning oak tree. She set her feet to pull the gripping fist up. Amazingly the tree pulled away from the ground. The roots ripped out a wide swath of grass, sending a stream of loose earth over the cliff, startling the birds. She felt a slight pressure on her back as she bore the tree's weight.
It was silly, but she hadn’t planned what to do with the tree if she pulled it out. She stood, holding the tree, shocked that she had succeeded while trying to decide what to do. Finally, she drifted the full tree over to the edge of the small forest and laid it on the ground.
A sense of horror gripped her. Such power was deadly. Was she ready to have that much power? Roon hadn’t said a word since she pulled out the tree. With a sense of profound religious sanctity, Brodia walked over to the tree lying on the ground. She rested her hand on its trunk, whispering a prayer to the Gods.
Fortitad, give me the courage to use this power when I need to, and Admira, give me the wisdom to know when to stop. Please forgive me, Etado, for destroying one of your beloved trees. 
Brodia felt as if another slice of her innocence was gone forever. How could the people of this world ever love someone with such power? Did the Gods of Vosj want her to pull out this harmless tree? Unexpectedly, she sensed that they did. The tree was likely to hurt equally innocent seagulls or other inhabitants of the cliff.
Finally, Roon spoke, though all he said was, “Amazing.” He held a silver crown in his hand until she took it from him. “You must be as strong as Zenii by now.”
“No, Squirt. If I can do that, Zenii can do much more.” She remembered the time Preem pulled out an aspen tree and destroyed it. Suddenly, she imagined him standing before a farmer’s cottage as he used his power to pull out a wall. “He can probably pull down a stone house to kill everyone inside if he had to.”
“Do you think so?” Roon said. The joy in his voice at such power scared her even more. Didn’t everyone fear such power over life or death? The weight of responsibility that Zenii carried on his shoulders became much clearer to her.
“Now I can see how much power we can create. If two grand wizards fight, no one nearby is safe.”
If another storm came, she’d be ready. But something warned her that her next challenge wouldn’t be as easy as a ship-destroying storm.
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Closing In


He woke with the sun a hand above the eastern horizon. After stretching out his cold limbs, he pulled on his long gray leather coat. The houses of Westdale were visible through some trees in the near distance. It had been a miserable flight from Kefnu, and Lihan was thankful that he had flown out of the storm soon enough to find that stream that flowed through Westdale. Toward the end, he had passed in and out of heavy rain twice, but the ground here was dry. 
It was hard to define how he felt. The whole situation left him with a sense of being detached from the normal world. Flying those Harpin soldiers a week ago had been easy. But now Zenii expected him to do terrible things to innocent people. Zenii’s words about no one being guiltless during a time of war did nothing to appease his doubts.
Just outside Westdale, he saw a small grove of trees and walked across the field of green shoots to the obscurity the trees promised. In the quiet shadows, he sat with his back leaning against a sturdy beech tree. Activating his d’dec, he sent out a ripple to mark his location. He waited, taking out a strip of dried meat, leaving his d’dec sending out its d’sur. It was a risky situation that had him continuously searching for any d’decs within the one league range he could scan.
Thank the Gods. It wasn’t long before the wooden vessel dropped near him. It was hot after traveling from Kefnu at the fantastic speeds that Zenii could send a small package once he’d connected to the destination d’dec.
The wood protected the small parchment inside with his orders. Opening the tiny missive, he read two words, ‘Clovermouth Brodia’. It was orders to fly again, this time south to the Clover River, two hands of flying time away. Lihan stuffed the note into his long leather coat pocket before leaning against the tree’s trunk. His Zenii could wait a few more minutes while he ate food to regain his strength.
Relaxing his mind, Lihan closed his eyes while he waited for the cold dampness in his bones to dissipate with the warming sun. Around him, the birds sang their morning choruses. At least for a while, he could forget about his duty to Harpin or the crimes he would soon have to commit.
The second wooden vessel almost hit him on the head. Suppressing a chill, he picked it up to read the message. ‘Go now’ it said. How did the old man do that? He admired his Zenii, but there were times when he could be overbearing.
Lihan pushed himself upright before forming his flying combination of lifting hand with gripping fists. Glancing around, he saw some men working in a field nearby and a young girl feeding chickens behind a farmhouse. He would ascend straight up to avoid drawing their attention.
Soon he was flying south far above the farmer’s field until he reached an expanse of forest that marked the edge of the cultivated land in this part of the fourth kingdom. Now he could descend to the tree tops. Every minute his d’dec was activated was another minute the Bone Crusher could find him. The messages from Zenii made no mention where the enemy was, leaving Lihan uncertain if Otanic’s grand wizard was in the vicinity.
The sun had moved two hands when he finally spotted a river cutting through the trees. He swooped lower, hovering just above the waters that ran toward the southeast. The Clover River was the only one in this area headed in that direction. He flew along the river, keeping below the treetops.
It wasn’t long before he reached the forest's edge and saw farmlands in front of him with roads winding across the land. A league further down the river, he spotted a farmhouse standing on the river’s bank. It was as close to the sea as he dared fly; his lord’s instructions were clear: he was not to give away his position within five leagues of Clovermouth.
Zenii had also instructed him not to interact with anyone before he killed Preem’s apprentices. An order that had made sense before, but now he faced the challenge of finding Clovermouth from the ground. That farmhouse offered an easy solution to his dilemma.
It was late morning when Lihan reached the cream-colored farmhouse. He tapped on the dark-yellow door. The woman who opened the door was much younger than he expected; he guessed she was in her early twenties. She was plain looking, with stringy brown hair hanging in ringlets from under her white cap.
“Good day, ma’am,” he said with a smile. “I’m trying to reach Clovermouth. Could you show me the way?” She pointed back beyond the house, telling him it was four leagues at least. “That’s much further than I hoped,” he replied. “I have to be there this early afternoon. Would you have a horse I can purchase?”
“I don’t know. My husband is best to answer that,” she said. “He’ll be back from the fields for lunch if you care to wait for a while.”
“Yes, ma’am. Or if I can, I’d like to walk out to ask him?”
“He went to the northwest field this morning.” She pointed in the direction opposite to Clovermouth. “You should find him there.”
Lihan set off along a narrow track in the direction the farmer’s wife indicated. As he walked, he thought about the quandary he was in. If he walked to Clovermouth, Preem would have enough time to fly back and ambush him. After a moment, he had convinced himself that he was adjusting the plan to the circumstances rather than going against the old man’s commands. Soon he was approaching a field with a young man who was as thin as the hoe he used to remove the weeds.
“Good morning, sir farmer,” Lihan called out. “Can you help this lost traveler? Most urgently, I must make my way to Clovermouth to see my sister before her baby is born.”
The farmer turned. “Don’t see no strangers around here,” he replied gruffly. “You’re a few leagues off, sir.” The tall farmer pointed back over Lihan’s shoulder. “Clovermouth is more’n four or five leagues to the southeast. Follow the river here, and it’ll take you to the village.”
“Yes, sir. Your good wife told me the same. I asked her about buying a horse, so she sent me to ask you.”
“You been talking to my wife?” the farmer snapped. “You should leave a man’s wife alone. If you got business come to me.”
The farmer’s sharp response surprised Lihan. Asking to buy a horse would be difficult. Still, he needed a horse. “I only asked for directions,” Lihan said defensively. “My apologies. I came to see if I could buy a horse from you.”
“I need my two horses.” The young man turned back to his work.
For a moment, Lihan considered taking the horse. He could always return it later. However, he decided to give it one last chance. “I would be willing to pay a good price. One that will let you make a few crowns in profit when you buy a replacement.”
“What price did you have in mind?” The man asked without turning back. His tone made it clear that he hadn’t agreed to sell a horse.
“First name a fair price, one you can purchase a replacement with,” Lihan responded. 
The farmer straightened up to glare at Lihan. “Fourteen crowns is a fair price, I’d say. For horse and riding tack.”
“Then let me offer you twenty crowns.” Quon had given Lihan a purse full of crowns, so he may as well use some of them.
“You must be desperate,” the farmer replied, studying Lihan slowly with his dark, brooding eyes. “Make it twenty-two, and you’ll have a deal.”
Lihan was irked that the farmer wouldn’t take what was clearly a generous offer, but if he were to go against Zenii’s orders, he’d best not cause any trouble before he reached Clovermouth. “You have a deal, sir farmer. Lead on so I can see what my twenty-two silver crowns have bought.”
As the farmer walked past him to return to the barn, Lihan pulled out his purse to remove twenty-two crowns. That still left him with over thirty crowns of the Count’s money.
Inside the barn, the farmer haltered and pulled out a chestnut mare. Lihan looked her over. The horse stood about sixteen hands, with two socks and a star on her face. She looked in good condition.
“Very good,” Lihan said as he walked around the mare, resting his hand on her rump. “Very good.”
Lihan handed the coins to the farmer, who carefully counted them. With a nod, the farmer accepted the payment.
“The saddle’s over there.” The farmer indicated a dark-brown saddle sitting on a wall peg.
Lihan quickly saddled the mare before leading her outside. Across the yard, the farmer’s wife watched the proceedings from the kitchen doorway. Lihan was about to wave but thought better of it. Instead, he asked if the horse had a name.
“Ganu, I call her. Been a good ride for me these last couple of years.”
Lihan mounted Ganu, settling into the strange saddle before tucking his tarner under the saddle’s flap. “One last request. How do I get to Clovermouth?”
“Down this track,” the farmer replied, pointing down a path. “Turn left on the road to take the bridge over Clover River, then another half league or so before turning right at the crossroads. That will take you to Clovermouth.”
“Thank you, sir farmer.” Lihan urged the mare to trot along the track the farmer had indicated. When we have conquered Otanic, I’ll return to teach you not to exploit a wizard’s difficulties, he thought.
Once he turned left onto the road, Lihan eased Ganu to a slow canter over the crude wooden bridge. He planned to reach Clovermouth in two hands, before the market closed. He’d need the market to ask for directions to the two houses. As he rocked with the mare’s steady rhythm, he thought about Wizard Preem’s two apprentices. But where would they be? After some thought, he decided to start his search at the home of Preem’s parents. 
He steeled himself for the task ahead. It would be best to kill the two apprentices quickly so he wouldn’t have to listen to their moans. But once the two apprentices were dead, he’d be free to kill everyone in Preem’s family except his mother and sister. The idea of killing people gave him chills.
With the sun just past noon, Lihan estimated that he covered four leagues on Ganu. The village was ahead with its attractive display of pastel-colored cottages. Yarin had enjoyed killing little girls. Would he enjoy watching Yarin’s killer die at his hand?
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Surf’s Up


Roon stood in awe at the top of the cliff, watching Brodia swing the oak tree around to the side of the small forest and lay it on the ground, with the roots facing toward the cliff. He wanted to jump around to celebrate her accomplishment, but her somber mood dampened his. Why wasn’t she ecstatic at having such power? She claimed that Zenii was much stronger. He wondered just what that meant; how much stronger could anyone be? 
He sat with her near the cliff’s edge as they continued their break for lunch. After chewing his dried meat, Roon’s curiosity came to the forefront again. So, he asked her how it felt to lift an entire tree into the air.
“Strange. It wasn’t like lifting something,” Brodia replied. “I moved the gripping fist up, and the tree came up. I felt a small strain in my back as if lifting a water bowl.”
“Can you feel the power?”
She nodded her head. “Don’t you feel your strength? Well, it’s the same for me. However, it’s more scary than exciting. What if I make a mistake?” When she paused, Roon thought about her words. Before he could reply, she added, “What if I drop someone when I’m flying, or I kill an innocent person by mistake?”
“Zenii has killed people, but they all deserved it,” he countered. Not a bone in his body doubted that simple statement. Zenii was a hero. “Yarin deserved it,” he asserted finally.
“Perhaps he did. Certainly, he was going to kill me if he could,” Brodia responded. “But only Amira can look into a person’s heart.”
“What should we do then?” Roon asked, confused by the idea that the world wasn’t good versus evil.
“The best we can to protect the realm. But don’t be complacent about it,” Brodia said. He glanced at her face; she was looking out across the sea. He tried to grasp what she said. Then Brodia began talking again in solemn tones. “Zenii once told me about being a hero. At that time, I believed a hero could do no wrong. But Zenii said that was a hollow hero. A real hero risked making mistakes that could cost innocent lives. He told me a hero carried immense responsibilities that few others could bear. He said the ability to hold that responsibility ultimately made them a hero.”
“And we’ll make mistakes?” Roon said, still confused by the idea that a hero had weaknesses.
“Yes, Squirt. We will. However, we must learn to do better each time. Because we have the power to do good or bad.” She took a long drink from the water pouch before adding. “I pray to Veratin that I can always tell the difference and be honest with myself.”
Roon accepted the water pouch from Brodia, taking a long pull as well. He would have to think about her view of heroes. But there was something else she said that piqued his interest. “Have you ever flown anyone else?”
“No, not yet. You need the double split to be stable enough to take a passenger.” Then Brodia laughed as she asked, “You want to take a flight with me, Squirt? You want to be my first passenger.”
“Someone’s going to be first. Might as well be me.” Even as he said these words, two conflicting emotions battled each other in his mind; fear over being the first and trust in Brodia. His faith in Brodia was stronger, so he added. “If you drop me, I’ll be certain to land on my left arm.”
“Sit with me then.” 
As he sat cross-legged beside her, he saw her lift her branch out to form four fists. Her ultra-thin lifting hand slipped under them both. Roon felt that lifting sensation he loved so much. Up in the air, his useless arm meant nothing. No one needed more than one arm when they were flying. And flying made him feel like a hero, though Brodia’s words tempered that euphoria with a sense that it wasn’t just a game.
He studied her d’sur fists as she used one to hold up her lifting hand while the other two latched onto the nearby trees to push or pull them around them. After a few minutes of flying five feet above the ground, Brodia carefully moved them over the cliff's edge. Unlike ordinary people, he could see the platform under him as a slight distortion in the air. But it did little to warp his view of the sea below, where he saw the waves pound the cliff's rocks, throwing surf ten feet into the air.
“Those rocks look interesting,” he said. “Can we take a closer look?” 
At first, Brodia shook her head no, claiming she had no idea how to fly down the face of the cliff. Her reluctance only increased his trust in her. He said she would find a way if she tried. Finally, she agreed, saying, “Do you trust me, Squirt?”
“Always.”
Sitting quietly, he saw Brodia’s gripping fists reach over the cliff top to hold onto a large rock halfway down the face. The flying platform began a steady descent ten feet from the cliff face. As they dropped, he watched seabirds fly away from the cliff, screaming their frustration at being forced off their nests. Some even began diving toward the two of them, forcing him to reach up to fend them off.
“Make a shield to keep them away?” Brodia said as she concentrated on controlling the platform.
He formed a simple shield and smiled as the birds hit it, flapping their wings in surprise. Now he was her backdoor man! The birds effortlessly recovered to keep diving on them until Brodia reached the beach. 
“That was interesting,” he said as he stood beside Brodia on the dry sand beside the cliff. The sea birds had flown back to their perches on the cliff.
“I got too close. I’ll do better next time,” Brodia said casually. “So, what now?”
“The rocks!” He ran toward the cliff, jutting out into the sea. He was curious about how the spray from the surf would feel on his face. Soon he scrambled across the rocks above the crashing waves. None of the driftwood remained, and he remembered where he’d found that sailor who somehow survived. A wisp of salty spray swept over him; it felt great as it tingled his skin. Brodia was less impressed with the surf, telling him to form a shield to protect himself.  He asked her why. After all, feeling the salty sea was his reason for coming here.
“Because that saltwater will ruin your clothes,” she yelled back at him over the sound of pounding waves. “I’ll not be getting you new ones.”
He watched the waves closely, judging where the surf’s spray would land. “I can dodge the surf,” he declared as he stepped quickly to one side. A column of wind-blown spray landed beside him.
When a wide swath of spray inundated him, he heard Brodia laugh. “Make a shield if you want to keep that stuff off you.” He told her that he didn’t want to stay dry. “Suit yourself. But don’t complain when you feel the cold wind slicing through your wet clothes.”
When he glanced back at Brodia, sitting on the rocks nearby, he saw the surf spray hitting her shield while she remained dry. She was missing the whole point of being on these rocks. “You should let it hit you,” he said.
“I’m fine, Squirt. We only have room for one fool at a time.”
“Yes, Ma!” he teased as another plume of spray swept over him.
For a while, he got wet, laughing each time he was too slow to dodge the spray. At times he imagined the surf was enemy spearpoints. At those times, he diligently avoided the shower or used a shield to deflect it.
“Time to go, Squirt,” he heard as he successfully ducked under a patch of high-flying spray. He peeked back to see her sitting cross-legged on the beach with a lifting hand under her.
“Just a few minutes,” he called out before turning back to watch the waves, trying to guess which one would break on the rocks just right to throw some surf his way.
Brodia’s gripping fist formed around his stomach. Then he was flying. “Yeoww,” he screamed in delight as he threw a d’sur fist at her. She deflected it, so he threw two more in quick succession.
“Keep it up; you need the practice!” she called out playfully. She pulled him to where she sat on her lifting platform. “Now, unless you want to get killed, I’d suggest you let me concentrate on flying us back.”
He sat quietly as she lifted them back up. This time she kept far away from the cliff face and the nesting seabirds. Back at the clifftop, Brodia felt his doublet soaked in seawater. She shook her head, but he just smiled, claiming he’d avoided most of the surf.
“Do you still think about your arm?” she suddenly asked, taking him by surprise.
Roon had to think before giving his reply. “Zenii once told me I should see it as a badge. I didn’t believe him then, but I do now. I would never want to be different. My missing arm made me stronger, not weaker.” She smiled and tussled his wet hair. He loved his teacher.
It took another thirty minutes to walk back from the forest to the cottage of Zenii’s parents. By then, he was shivering from the cold. Not that Brodia seemed to show any mercy, claiming it was his own doing. But he’d never felt surf before.
Zenii’s mother showed much more concern, fussing around to find him a change of clothes. He tried to tell her it was alright, but she refused to listen. He was getting afraid she’d undress him. But in the end, thankfully, she left him alone in the bedroom to see to his own washing and dressing.
When he stepped out of the bedroom, little Sarn was waiting for him. The six-year-old tried to pull him outside to play.
“Sarn, let master Roon rest,” Janu instructed.
“That’s fine, ma’am. Though I am a little hungry.”
Janu cut a slice of apple pie. As she gave it to him, she whispered, “Don’t fly him near the cliff.”
“I won’t, ma’am. I promise.”
After eating the pie, he went to leave with Sarn. “Don’t go too far,” Brodia warned him. “Later, we’ll return to Janu’s cottage for a while.”
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A Dark Threat


At noon on the day after arriving in Kefnu, Preem attended a special session of the war council with the king, the chancellor, the defense minister, and the colonel of the King’s Regiment. Preem did his best to listen to the Minister of Defense as he described what little they knew about the attacks in the western villages. But his mind continued to swirl about Sarn’s brief description of the battle with Harpin’s grand wizard twenty years ago. Could Quon be what remained of that enemy? If the count was the grand wizard, he must have learned much magic in those twenty years. 
Preem listened with half an ear as Fenaton described the attacks on the western villages, adding more detail than he had earlier. He ended his update with his agreement that this was only a diversion.
“I believe we all agree on the diversionary nature of the attacks,” Chancellor Plov said. “Is there any form of response we can make? Our citizens are being killed or tortured, so it will be hard not to react. We must avoid the appearance that his Majesty doesn’t care?”
The chancellor’s point about protecting ordinary citizens was poignant. It was the essence of his duty as a Defender of Vosj. “I have given it some thought, Chancellor,” Preem began. “If we act quickly, I see a way to respond in a measured way.” The chancellor waved him to continue. Preem took a moment to offer his plan. “I can fly a small patrol of soldiers out to the western villages, leaving them to defend the people against these attacks.”
“Fly soldiers?” Minister Fenaton asked. He stared at Preem with a quizzical expression. “How is that possible?”
“I can fly eight men with me, my lord.” Preem kept a matter-of-fact tone to his voice. He saw this as the only way to respond quickly without significantly damaging Kefnu’s defenses. However, there was a distinct flaw in his plan.
General Fenaton turned to the colonel standing beside him. “What say you, Colonel?”
At first, the colonel seemed to be at a loss for words. Then he mumbled, “Am I to trust the wizard to fly my men, sir? They can ride there in three days.”
As the general nodded in agreement with his junior officer, Preem realized it would be hard to convince these hardened soldiers to trust in a wizard’s magic. The first time his Zenii flew him, Preem felt a mixture of awe and fear, but at no time did he doubt his Zenii’s ability. “Your men will be –"
“Come men,” King Attim interrupted. “The Grand Wizard flew us over a hundred leagues yesterday. He has our full trust.” The room was silent until the king added, “It was a most exhilarating experience as we saw our lands from the air. The grand wizard was fast and flawless in his flight.”
“Yes, sire,” the Colonel said uncertainly, glancing at his general as if seeking support.
King Attim spoke again. This time his voice carried the tone of being a command. “Our realm needs men willing to take new risks. The wizard will not drop you, Colonel.”
“My apologies, Wizard Preem,” Fenaton began before the colonel could say anything. “For all my years, I have not trusted the power of magic. Yet we come to rely on it during times of war. We now find ourselves at such a time again. How long will it take to fly to the region of Luggof?”
Preem smiled inwardly at the minister’s words. In truth, he knew it took an act of trust on the part of soldiers, confident in their abilities, to let a wizard fly them. “It’s over fifty leagues; I expect to cover that distance in one hand at my highest speed.”
The general nodded his head in thought before saying, “It would be a good move, sire. The enemy cannot expect a response in less than three days.”
“Very good, Minister Fenaton,” the king said. “But we would warn the soldiers that Wizard Preem’s fastest speed is enough to shake even the stoutest constitution. Your men should dress warmly.”
“We should go today, sire. Before the enemy can adjust any plans,” Preem said, to put the decision into stone. “I assume we have a watch placed on Count Quon. We must make sure he doesn’t see our actions.”
“Do you believe he is working for Harpin’s wizard?” the Chancellor asked.
“I am certain of it, my lord. Though I cannot say who is the first kingdom’s grand wizard, I have only eliminated his footman as a possibility,” Preem explained slowly. “I am convinced that the count’s here to hurt us in some way. Either as a spy or a saboteur.”
“When do we start?” the Colonel asked, his reluctance still evident in his voice.
“When can your men be ready?” Preem replied. “I do not need to prepare for the trip to the western villages.”
“Ten minutes, sir Wizard.” Preem detected a touch of pride in the captain’s response. It was good, for this foray would produce situations that soldiers had never trained for.
“Then I suggest we meet by the king’s balcony in fifteen minutes,” Preem said. “Make sure the men dress warmly and have good eyesight.”
“If there’s nothing else for me, my lords. I will attend to our preparations.” The colonel stood, and when Minister Fenaton nodded his dismissal, he left the council room.
“Wait in the Throne Room,” the Chancellor instructed Preem. “Once my men have confirmed the Count of Broditch is out of the way, I’ll send our blessings for you to start.”
Preem thanked Chancellor Plov but did not stand to leave. Another matter concerned him. He couldn’t shake his concerns that the enemy was manipulating them like a child’s marionette. It wasn’t a coincidence that the count was here in the capital. So, letting the man stay in the Palace was a mistake.
“Sire,” he began slowly. “May I also suggest that your majesties be moved to a location an enemy wizard would not expect.”
His words surprised the king, who took a moment before saying, “We do not see a need to hide from our enemies, sir Wizard.”
“I would not suggest hiding from our enemies, sire. However, I am certain our enemies are hidden from us, lying in wait nearby.” Preem was encouraged to continue when he saw the ministers nodding in agreement. “This diversion may be part of a plot to separate your highness from those sworn to protect you.” King Attim shook his head.
“I agree, sire,” Minister Fenaton said as the Chancellor murmured his approval of Preem’s idea.
“What is this?” King Attim said. Anger tinged his words. “Has my trusted council risen against me?”
Silence fell in the room. The king’s use of the personal pronoun moved Preem, leaving him almost prepared to give way. But he was a Defender, so his loyalty lay to more than the king alone. “You are our light, sire. Should the enemy move now while our protection of you is at its weakest, we will lose that light and possibly the kingdom.”
“The people need to see us, sir Wizard. When we hide from our enemies, we also hide from our people. What then will they think of us as we sneak around in the dark recesses of the Palace?”
“Not the darkness, sire,” Preem said, feeling more confident at the king’s return to normal speech. “A place of light, but not a place the enemy would think to look.”
“And what is your suggestion?”
“That isn’t for me to say. I would trust only one or two of your faithful ministers with your location, sire.” King Attim bent his head as if unsure of what to do. So Preem added, “I would exclude your household staff from knowing your location. The enemy must have spies in the Palace.”
King Attim glanced from Plov to Fenaton; both gave a slight nod of agreement, so the king surrendered to the inevitable. “As you suggest, sir Wizard. Will you attend to me, Minister Fenaton?”
The king’s acceptance of his suggestion bolstered Preem’s confidence. Still, he wanted to appease the king as much as he could. “I will return quickly, my liege.”
“Good luck, my lords.” The king stood to leave the room with the defense minister close behind.
“Yes, good luck, Grand Wizard,” the Chancellor said. “Remember to wait in the throne room until I can send a message.”
Preem strode to the Throne Room to wait beside the poppy-red guard standing at the glass doors that lead into the Royal Gardens. It gave him time to think once again. It was for this kind of situation he needed a journeyman wizard. The realization that he had allowed his feelings for Brodia to hamper what the realm needed hit him hard. But as he came to this understanding, a palace servant approached him with a small folded note.
Preem opened the unsealed note. It just said, “Go ahead. He’s returned to his residence.”
Moving toward the doors, the guard opened them quickly for him. Preem strode along the path, past the king’s dragon-carved bench and around to the balcony for the king’s private rooms. Here he found nine tall men dressed in the poppy-red uniforms of the King’s Guard. The colonel was one of them, plus a captain, judging by his epaulet.
“Are you ready?” Preem asked unnecessarily, for all the men appeared keen to begin, as was he. Preem formed eight fists, fashioning one into a wide lifting hand. He sat cross-legged in the center of his platform. “Step up, gentlemen. And lie prone. It will be a cold flight.”
Eight men stepped up beside him before lying on their stomachs. The colonel remained on the ground. Preem raised the platform ten feet until they were level with the balcony.
“Good day to you, Colonel,” Preem said.
“Good luck, sir Wizard. Good luck, Captain.” 
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Swerving around any stand-alone trees at this speed meant that speech was impossible. The soldiers quickly settled into silence as they gazed around them. The captain, who initially tried to strike up a conversation, remained mute. For one hand, Preem concentrated on pulling the strike team along, rising above the forests but staying as low as possible to avoid a wide swath of awareness.
After crossing the last forest before the foothills began, Preem slowed to rise high in the air. He scanned the area, seeking out the village of Luggof with its blue-colored lodges. He had deliberately aimed south of the village, so he could be certain about the direction he had to go to search for it.
Keeping the platform still, Preem saw the soldiers move their frigid bodies. Preem took a moment to check for d’decs. First, he scanned behind him toward Kefnu. Satisfied there was no enemy activity, he turned his attention south toward Clovermouth. Here he sensed a powerful wizard executing a double split. Preem froze as he studied the magic. It had to be the gray wizard. Somehow, he had slipped around him and gone to Clovermouth.
Keeping a part of his mind on the magic to the south, Preem dropped the platform down. He would let the soldiers off here while he flew hard to Clovermouth to kill this enemy wizard. As he dropped, he continued to study the southern wizard’s magic. It had a familiarity to it in the way the wizard manipulated the d’sur into the lifting hand and gripping fists. It was Brodia! Preem stopped. Once again, he forced his heart to slow. Brodia was flying! In one day, she’d broken through the barrier that stopped her from finding the double split. Pride filled him as he rose back into the air to complete his mission.
“Is there a problem, sir Wizard?” the Captain asked.
Preem shook his head no. “We must find Luggof,” he said. “Everyone should look for a road that we can follow. I believe we are south of the village.” Preem moved the platform toward the blue-gray Western Mountains that dominated the horizon ahead of them.
At this slow speed, the soldiers could talk again. Preem heard them mumbling about the view from here and how they felt like hawks hunting for a rabbit. Cruising along, he let the guardsmen search the land for the road that would guide them to Luggof. The soldier to Preem’s right spotted it first. He pointed to a narrow light brown ribbon in the distance.
“Good eyes, young man,” Preem said, though the soldier was probably his own age.
This section of the road was a quarter league from the nearest farm and empty of human traffic as Preem brought the lifting hand above it.
“Sir Wizard,” the Captain said in a husky tone. “It’s been a cold trip. I, for one, can hardly feel my fingertips, and my men may need to use their swords soon. Can we take some time to get the blood pumping again?”
“Indeed, Captain.” Preem lowered the platform to the road surface. “How long do you need?”
“Ten minutes, sir.”
“Take the time you need to warm up, Captain. Then we’ll fly to the village and begin our search.”
The captain thanked him as the soldiers walked around the roadway, stretching their stiff muscles. Preem sat cross-legged on his lifting platform, floating above the roadbed where he could look for any curious locals. It gave him time to think about Brodia. It was clear that he needed a journeyman wizard for the fast-approaching war. But he still needed to protect her from the worst of the fighting. After ten minutes, he settled on a simple solution. By then, the soldiers had loosened their torpid muscles, and the captain was ready.
Fifteen minutes later, Preem flew them over the small village of Luggof with its distinctive blue houses. Stopping above the square, he saw no sign of a disturbance. The foothills began a couple of leagues to his left. Keeping to five hundred feet, Preem continued moving north. The soldiers lay prone on the lifting platform, each looking in a different direction. The captain sat next to Preem in the center of the platform.
It took fifteen minutes to reach the next village, called Narbend. The fields remained clear all the way. Now Preem pulled the strike force over the village. Below, Preem saw some people running in the streets. He dropped down toward the square.
A group of five men brandishing swords ran out of the elder’s house. Preem quickly settled the lifting hand in Narbend’s open square. As the guardsmen jumped up to form around the captain, Preem saw the enemy soldiers closing on two women running away.
Preem sent out three spearpoints, cutting down the three men in the lead. The two remaining men stopped when their comrades dropped in front of them. With swords drawn, they searched for their adversary. When they saw the poppy-red guardsmen moving toward them, they turned to run away.
“We will want to question them,” Preem whispered to the captain.
Then he plucked up the two villains in a gripping fist, floating them back to the group before pinning them to the ground. A soldier removed their swords.
“What are your names?” the captain asked.
“We’ll not be telling you nothing,” the older one replied. His Harpinian accent gave away his origins. “Kill us if you will.”
The younger soldier looked scared but said nothing. Preem leaned over to the captain to whisper in his ear. “Let’s divide them. The young one may talk with some persuasion.” The captain ordered his guardsmen to separate the two prisoners to each side of the square. “I’ll go with this one,” Preem said softly to the captain, indicating the younger soldier. The captain went with the older prisoner.
One of the Otanic soldiers dragged the young soldier across the square. Preem followed in silence. “Are you going to crush the bastard, sir?” the poppy-red soldier asked. His words were more directed at the young soldier he was shoving across the grass.
Preem didn’t respond, waiting until they were far from the captain. The thought of torturing a man following his realm’s orders sickened him. However, getting information from this young man now fell to him. It was his duty, nothing more, just as it was Brodia’s duty to be his journeyman wizard. What would she think of him if he tortured this soldier? Then it hit him; he allowed too many decisions to be wrapped in his feelings for her. He cleared his mind of the doubts he felt.
The young enemy soldier couldn’t be much more than eighteen. “What’s your name, young man?” The soldier refused to give his name. So, Preem tried a different approach. “Sounds like you come from Harpin City. You are a long way from your home.” The young man nodded. Preem helped him to sit up. “We can hang you if we want to,” Preem continued.
“I’m prepared to die,” the soldier replied nervously. The Otanic soldier licked his lips. Preem could only imagine the depth of hatred each army had for the other.
“But are you prepared to be torn apart, young man,” Preem said casually. “One piece at a time.” The soldier’s expression turned from defiance to fear. Preem continued, “You heard the good soldier here. About crushing you. Surely you know who I am,” Preem paused. “You must have heard stories about me.” The young man looked pale, glancing from one face to another, his eyes pleading. Yes, he knew who Preem was. “Would you like me to give you a small demonstration? Maybe just a finger to start?” Preem latched a gripping fist onto the man’s little finger but didn’t pull hard.
“My name’s Gripan,” the young man said quickly. The interrogation moved quicker as the soldier revealed there were just five men in his group, which was part of the Harpin army. But when Preem asked about other groups, the young soldier said they were alone. 
Preem increased the pressure on the man’s finger, pulling on the joint. The young man gasped. “We are not stupid, young man,” Preem said softly. “We have other sources.”
“Just one other, sir. I swear it, I does. They’re north of here.” Preem kept the pressure on as he asked if a wizard flew them here. The soldier shook his head, though his hesitation made the gesture a lie. Preem prepared to pull off his finger. But the young man nodded before he had to do something he would have hated to do. Gripan opened up, speaking in a rush of words, “A wizard flew us here. He wore a long gray coat and carried a smaller staff than yours, sir.”
“Alright, young man. You’ve earned your life for now. Keep cooperating so you can keep it.” Preem stepped back to let the guardsman tie up the young soldier. The guardsman seemed disappointed that Preem hadn’t turned his enemy into a mush of blood and bones.
The Grand Wizard strode back toward the group on the other side of the square, signaling for the captain to join him. When they met in the middle, Preem asked. “Did he say anything?” As Preem expected, the captain shook his head no. The Harpinian soldiers were as brave as any Otanic or Jongiloc soldier. “The young one was more talkative,” Preem said. “There is another group to the north. We have enough daylight to find them. Leave four men to guard Luggof and Narbend while we go hunting again.” The captain seemed more enthusiastic than Preem expected. Still, Preem offered to go slower if the captain preferred it.
“As you wish, sir Wizard. That earlier flight took some time to like, but it was an experience I’ll always remember,” The captain said with a broad smile. “If you should need me to fly with you on another mission, I am your man, sir Wizard.”
In five minutes, Preem headed north with four guardsmen, including the captain. They all lay prone, searching in each direction. Thirty leagues to the north, they reached the center of grain milling. The landscape was festooned with pastel-colored windmills. However, Preem wasn’t here to admire the scenery. The captain pointed at a group of five men moving across a field between windmills just outside the village of Castin.
Preem swooped behind them, knocking them down hard. The guardsmen rushed over to subdue the raiders before they could gather their wits again.
With the five men bound by leather straps, Preem instructed the captain to leave three more men to take the prisoners to Castin’s patrol house, lock them up, and guard the village. It would make the king’s presence known in this area.
Preem flew back to Narbend with the captain, where they discovered the Harpin soldiers had murdered the elder, plus his wife and housemaid. The villagers had gathered around the two prisoners, demanding the guardsmen hang them.
“Preem stepped in front of the crowd, which immediately drew back. “I understand your frustration, good people of Narbend. But we need these men as witnesses to bring to King Attim.” The crowd stood, sullen, unwilling to argue further with him. “We will leave two men of the king’s guard to protect this village. To the north, we stopped another raiding party attacking Castin,” Preem said before adding in a gentler tone. “Please, see to the elder’s household. Give them a good funeral as you mourn for them.”
After the crowd disbursed to the elder’s house, Preem talked to the captain. “Have two men take the older prisoner to lock him up. We will return to Kefnu immediately with the young Harpinian. I must update the Privy Council.”
“Yes, Grand Wizard. It will be dark in a few hands.”
“Indeed. We will be back long before then, but the flying will be colder than before.”
“I look forward to it, sir Wizard. Though I doubt this young Harpinian will enjoy the flight so much.” 
Preem looked around at the village as the people milled around. There was an expectation in the air. The captain felt it too, as he confided in Preem that Harpin would have no chance against Otanic’s wizards. It was an idea that worried Preem. As usual, the people thought Otanic’s access to magic would save them from Harpin’s stronger army. He warned the captain that Harpin had a wizard too. The coming battle would be nothing like previous wars with the first kingdom.
The captain remained confident that Preem would save the kingdom just as Sarn the Sage had saved it two decades ago. The captain walked away to direct his men before Preem could respond.
As Preem waited on his platform, he scanned Kefnu but found no d’decs. The captain escorted the young Harpinian soldier onto the platform, forcing him to lie on his stomach. Preem rose the platform high into the air to check on the city and Clovermouth.
Every minute, he rescanned the city. Not once did he detect a d’dec. But when he checked the south coast, he found something that horrified him.
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Waiting


Lihan stood at the top of the slight rise, admiring the view before him. The village’s pastel-colored houses were set out in front of a vast slate-blue sea stretching to the horizon. It was as different from Lihan’s home village as he could imagine. His village sat in the shadow of Riverend Castle, located in the eastern part of Harpin. The people neglected the wooden houses there as they put all their energy into farming the land or satisfying the Baron of Riverend’s endless demands.  
After gazing at the idyllic view, resentment grew in Lihan’s heart. Clovermouth village looked innocent. Under different circumstances, he could have hidden here to let the coming war slide past. Had anyone seen Lihan’s cold glare, they’d have wondered what angered him. Lihan urged his horse, Ganu, across some fields to a small stand of oak trees east of Clovermouth Road. 
His heart fluttered as he tied Ganu to a young tree, leaving her enough slack to graze. This was his second chance to prove himself to his teacher. His failure in Lowmouth still stung. To become a grand wizard, he must harden his heart toward his enemies. The message from Zenii had warned that the Brodia bitch was here. How strong was she now, not as strong as him, but how could he be sure?
He removed his long gray leather coat, strapping it across his back. Ready, he walked back to the road before turning left to stride down the small hill to Clovermouth, ten minutes walk ahead. As he approached the outer buildings, his pace slowed to a reluctant stroll.
Once past the first building, Lihan searched for the village market. The people walking on the streets moved slowly as if the entire village lived at a leisurely pace. Matching their cadence, he ambled to the village square and found the market on its northern side. Sauntering around the stalls, he dithered about asking for information. This was the last chance he had to walk away. 
In the end, he walked up to a blue stall selling ladies' garments. Behind the stall was a teenage girl. “Excuse me, ma’am,” he began with the young lady, who looked pleased he hadn’t called her a young lady. “I’m looking for the Forma family. Could you tell me where they live?”
“Of course, sir. The Forma’s live at twenty-four Market Road.” She pointed toward the southeastern corner of the village square.
“Are you sure of the address?” he asked, surprised the girl knew the address without hesitation.
“We all know each other here. Normally they sell leather goods at that stall.” She indicated a deserted black stall a short distance away. “But they didn’t come today. Their son is back from his travels, and the king’s visiting too.” The young woman couldn’t hide her excitement.
Her words scared him. Was Zenii wrong about them leaving this morning? He asked the girl, “Is it true the king left with the Bone Crusher this morning?”
“Yes, that’s true enough. But we don’t use that bad name for our grand wizard,” she said. Her voice had taken a suspicious edge, and Lihan realized he’d made a small mistake. “His majesty only left this morning. How would a traveler know Wizard Preem flew him away?”
He fumbled for an answer before saying, “I met a traveler on the road north of here. They told me the king left for the capital.” When he saw her skeptical expression persisted, he added, “Today’s a special occasion for them. It’s a pity I missed their son Grand Wizard Preem.”
“What’s the special occasion then?” she asked.
“It’s a secret for now,” he said quickly before adding, “It’s why they aren’t at their stall today.”
The girl seemed to relax a little, so Lihan took the opportunity to thank her for the help and walked away before she could ask any more awkward questions. As he continued through the market, he couldn’t shake the sense that the girl would tell others about him. Maybe going to the home of Preem’s parents was a bad idea now. He asked an older man where the Forma’s daughter lived.
“Janu? She lives at one River Street.” He pointed toward the southwestern corner of the village square. “You must cross the river to River Street, which runs alongside it. Their house is the last one on the street.”
Lihan thanked the man before hurrying across the village square. If the witch were with the sister, he’d kill her. Then no one could stop him from killing everyone except Preem’s mother and sister. With luck, it would all be over in one hand so that he could hide the two women in the Western Mountains, though his instructions only allowed this if he had either the mother or sister.
At the southwestern corner, the narrow road led straight to a small bridge over the river. On the other side of the bridge, the light-colored cottages faced the river. To his left, the narrow street ended further down the slight incline. He meandered along the dirt-packed street, not taking his gaze from the pastel-blue cottage at the end of the street.
When he reached the front of the cottage, he looked around. No one was in sight. Hopefully, that girl hadn’t told others about the Harpinian stranger in their village. He needed stealth to ambush the bitch, giving her no chance to fight back. It would be essential to leave his d’dec silent until the last second.
Stepping to the dark-blue door, he tapped on it with his tarner, feeling vulnerable in the light of the late afternoon sun. He glanced around but saw nothing. He tapped on the door again, willing someone to answer it. No sound came from within. His confidence began evaporating. He wanted to get it over with before he lost his nerve.
Walking further down, he peered around the edge of the cottage and saw the neat garden. Across the river, a light-yellow house stood, level with Janu’s home. The yellow cottage was also the last on this street.
Lihan strolled to some nearby stepping stones. From here, he could see along the top of the cliff to either side. Scanning the area, he only saw some grazing sheep. With no one else in sight, he stepped to the back of the cottage. They’d left the door into the kitchen unlocked. Once he was inside, a quick search revealed an empty dwelling.
Sitting in a light-blue stuffed chair in the drawing room, Lihan debated his next steps. No one had seen him yet, and going in search of the parent’s cottage would expose him to other curious villagers asking awkward questions. After a few minutes, he decided to stay for one more hand. He donned his gray coat and sat back to await his prey.
As he lingered, his mind imagined the battle to come. He saw the bitch with a puzzled look as his spearpoint passed through her body. At first, she didn’t put up a fight; but as time passed, he imagined her blocking his attacks; even sending spearpoints back at him. The longer he waited, the more unsure he felt.
Lihan was about to sneak away when he heard the happy cries of two boys approaching the back of the cottage.
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The Itch Returns


Brodia sat on her blanket in Zenii’s old bedroom, practicing. She held out the small branch with her wand strapped to its end as she scattered four nanuj pieces on the floor before forming four gripping fists. For the next hand, she moved them in the air in ever more complex patterns. Again and again, she dropped the fists only to reform them once more. Her head hurt from all the effort, but forming the double split had to become a task she could do in a life-or-death battle. 
Eventually, her stomach reminded her it was empty. Mentally tired, she wandered to the kitchen, where she found Roon eating bread and cheese. Mrs. Forma stood at the head of the table, preparing a late afternoon snack for her husband. Janu sat at the kitchen table while she chatted with her mother.
“Good afternoon, ma’am,” Brodia said as soon as she entered the warm kitchen.
“Good afternoon, dear,” Preem’s mother said as Brodia sat at the kitchen table. “Do call me, Narini.”
Brodia nodded her agreement with a smile. Janu asked about Preem’s return, so the conversation soon turned to flying to Kefnu when Preem returned tomorrow. Narini and Janu were concerned about flying, so Brodia took some time to describe flying, emphasizing Preem's competence after more than eight years of experience.
“What if Preem cannot return?” Janu asked. “What happens then? It will take a fortnight to travel to Kefnu. It will be hard on Narini.”
“If things change, then I can fly us all to the city,” Brodia said more confidently than she felt.
“Preem said ...” Janu began but then stopped herself.
“I’m sure I’ll be fine in a carriage,” Narini said.
Brodia tugged on her ear in frustration. It was a habit she’d worked hard to cure in herself. But now, she felt hopeless before these two women who ruled Preem’s life before Sarn the Sage picked him to be an apprentice wizard. In truth, the thought of flying them to Kefnu scared her silly. Could she keep the platform steady enough? Worse still, how did she find her way to Kefnu? Preem would have to make it back because she wasn’t good enough. She was sure that taking a fortnight to reach the capital was unacceptable when Harpin was preparing to invade.
Narini broke into Brodia’s ear-tugging reverie. “Can I get you anything to eat, honey?”
Brodia was happy to take her mind off flying. She glanced at Roon, who’d stopped eating for a moment. He had a guilty look. “Roon should have prepared something,” she said. “If not, he’ll be practicing the rest of this evening.”
“I prepared something,” he said, “but I ate it.”
Brodia shook her head slowly, turning her back to prevent the crestfallen Roon from seeing her smile.
“I’m preparing food for Preem’s father,” Narini said. “I’ll prepare some extra for you, dear.”
“Thank you ... Narini,” Brodia said with her back still turned to Roon. “And none for that urchin who ate my snack.” She composed her face again before turning back to the large kitchen table. The change of conversational subject pleased her as she didn’t want to dwell on flying to Kefnu or the impending war. She wanted to enjoy her progress with the double split for at least another day.
However, Narini destroyed her hopes with one question. “Does Preem have some way to communicate with you?” she asked as she cut two thick slices from a round loaf of bread. “How will you know when he leaves Kefnu to return home?”
“He can signal us to say he’s coming to us. Nothing more detailed than that. I’m sure he’ll send me something when he leaves.” Brodia didn’t add that Zenii could also signal for her to go to him because she hoped that wouldn’t happen.
“Here you go.” Narini pushed over a wooden plate with a slice of bread and a small hunk of cheese. Brodia laid her branch on the table in front of her as she sat to eat.
“Can I go outside to play with little Sarn?” Roon asked.
“After you ate my snack?” she responded. Roon sat at the table, studying the wood grain of the table in front of him. Brodia couldn’t stay angry with him. “Alright, Squirt. You can play with little Sarn, but it must be a game where you practice your speed.” Roon nodded his agreement, but she wanted to make sure he understood. “No flying or throwing. Have little Sarn drop a stone, which you must catch before it reaches the ground. Make it harder for yourself; always make it harder.”
Roon jumped up from the table to run outside for practice with little Sarn. Brodia took a bite of the bread and cheese. As Brodia chewed on her food, Narini said she pushed Roon too hard. After all, he was still a young boy growing into his adult body.
“I do, and I must,” Brodia responded once her mouth was empty. “I can’t imagine how I’d feel if the enemy killed him in battle because I hadn’t driven him hard enough.”
“So, you believe there’s a real danger for us?” Narini's tone was condescending. It was as if she doubted Brodia’s warnings.
Not sure how to overturn her doubts, Brodia replied, “I do, Narini. I feel it in my bones.” Sitting at the table, sadness overcame Brodia as she ate the snack. It seemed so unfair that Harpin’s wizard could attack this family. Preem had warned her that war meant people killing each other, so it was natural to do anything to protect yourself. She should never expect mercy from the enemy, nor give it if it risked her own people. Brodia rubbed the back of her neck. It had started to itch. As she massaged her neck, she realized it had been a year since she felt this feeling of foreboding. Was she expected to do something different? “You should all stay in the house this evening,” she told Preem’s mother.
“Oh. If you think it’s best.”
As Brodia finished her food, Narini left the table to attend to some chores, leaving Brodia alone with Janu at the kitchen table. Janu sat facing the window where she could watch her son play with Roon. She cradled a cup of hot tea in her hands. “Preem told me in a letter that you have a younger brother,” Janu said. “You want to protect him, don’t you?” She took a hand from her cup to hook an errant strand of hair behind her ears.
Brodia sat at the end of the table, scratching the back of her neck. She could watch Roon through the same kitchen window to her left. “Yes. I miss Ipin, my little brother. I always protected him against the bullies at school.” 
“I felt the same about Preem. When Grand Wizard Sarn took him away, I cried for days.” Janu sighed. “I hated Grand Wizard Sarn. He wasn’t Sarn the Sage to me then.”
Brodia was pleased by the sudden admission. It felt as if Janu had recovered from the fright of seeing little Sarn almost fall down the cliff. However, Brodia only remembered relief when Preem took her as his novice. At that moment, members of the Brotherhood were whipping her. “But, isn’t little Sarn named after the Grand Wizard?” Brodia asked.
“Yes. After a couple of years, when we heard of Preem’s exploits, I realized he was now something special because of Grand Wizard Sarn,” Janu said. “The Grand Wizard came back to visit us once, you know.” Brodia shook her head, so Janu added, “He wanted us to know that Preem would be safe. It meant a lot that he took the time to tell us that.”
“Preem tells me how much he loved his own Zenii. He must have been a great man.”
“And now, Preem is your Zenii,” Janu murmured. “And you love your Zenii, just the same.”
“Of course,” Brodia replied, trying to hide her true feelings by making light of her answer. “Every apprentice loves their Zenii. It comes from the love of learning to do magic.” 
“And maybe you love him more than just as your teacher.”
Brodia took a deep breath, glancing out the window as she gathered her thoughts. Little Sarn threw stones as hard as he could, but Roon snapped each one out of the air before it went five feet. Wringing her hands nervously in front of her, she thought about Nifbar and Preem, the two men she not only loved but had also declared her love for. She gazed back at Janu, who waited patiently for her response. Her eyes welled with tears as she replied, “I do. And he has made it clear he loves me. But it’s also true that wizards only have time for one master.” Brodia paused before saying, “At least that’s what he’s told me several times.”
“My little brother doesn’t understand women,” Janu said, reaching out her hand to grip Brodia’s forearm. “It’s not easy. We love differently from men; we have room for many lords. I love Tarin one way and little Sarn another. I love my baby to come as it grows inside me.” Brodia smiled. Preem had told her that Janu was pregnant. “So, the Gods built women to have many passions, each with a unique place in our lives. It’s what makes us stronger than them.”
Brodia nodded her agreement, “I’ve tried to tell Preem that we can love each other but still let each other fight for Otanic. But he is trying to slow my training so I don’t learn to fly.”
“Did you learn anyway?” Janu asked. Brodia nodded. “Good. In many ways he is like any other man. It’s our fate to guide them when they least want it.” Janu took a couple of sips of tea before she continued. “Can you fly us all to Kefnu if Preem can’t return?”
“I don’t know. I only learned this morning, so carrying four adults seems daunting. I don’t know how to find Kefnu from the air.”
“If you have to fly us, we’ll find a way to search for the city from the air.” Janu turned to watch through the window, laughing when she saw Sarn running away from Roon. 
Brodia also watched through the window. A smile came to her lips as she remembered playing with Ipin when she was the same age as Roon. When Roon dangled little Sarn high in the air, Brodia could hear Sarn’s cries of delight. But Janu seemed less impressed.
“Let’s go back to my cottage,” Janu said.
“Of course,” Brodia replied. “He’s quite safe with Roon.” But Janu got up anyway, and they both stepped outside. “Hey, Squirt,” Brodia called out. “Remember what I said. Put little Sarn down. We’ll all go back to Sarn’s home now.”
She carried her modified wand like a walking staff as she strode down the slight incline toward the south edge of the village where they could cross the Clover to reach Janu’s cottage. Roon bounced beside her with his left arm in a sling and his light-brown wand stuffed in his belt like a sword. She felt some pride in their power, but much more, she felt the weight of responsibility. When she’d chased Yarin to Lowmouth, she’d considered Nifbar her equal. Now the people around her depended on her; if she made a mistake, some or all of them could die.
Preem was fond of saying a wizard had a reputation to maintain. But he also warned her about the responsibility that came with that reputation. Today, that responsibility felt like a tree lying across her chest. And that itch on her neck was getting worse.
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Palace Spy


In the late afternoon, Quon rode in his carriage, not going anywhere specific, just moving about to give Otanic’s spies something confusing to report to the crown. Alom sat with Truj opposite him, watching out the carriage windows. Quon waited for thirty minutes after leaving the King’s Keep. Near the East Gate, he activated his d’dec, buried in the bone handle of his crop, and executed a two-second scan of the Palace for Preem’s mastyon. 
When he found nothing, he leaned back to think. Otanic’s grand wizard was on the move. The obvious concern was if he was flying back to Clovermouth. “Take me out of the city,” he instructed.
Once beyond the city walls, he executed a short scan toward Clovermouth. Two d’decs a hundred leagues south, Preem’s apprentices. Lihan’s d’dec was silent, and, thank the Gods, he found no special d’dec moving south. So, he instructed Truj to take them back to his residence so he could bring Nip, his mouse, to him.
Fifteen minutes passed before the carriage reached the area near the North Gate. When they passed Nip begging in the shade of the gate’s tower, Quon asked Truj to open the carriage door for the street urchin to climb in.
“What news do you have for me?” Quon asked before the boy could sit.
Quon saw Truj staring attentively at the boy, cat-like ready if the boy made any sudden move, with his hand on the hilt of his knife. Quon smiled; Truj was so protective, unaware of his superior’s true nature.
“A couple of soldiers left out the South Gate, m’lord. And three merchant wagons comes from Jongiloc this morning.”
Quon asked about the Bone Crusher, but the boy had no news, believing him to still be in the Palace. Quon prodded the boy several times, but Nip swore he’d heard nothing about the Bone Crusher or his apprentice, the Bitch Witch.
Quon drummed his fingers on the carriage window frame, frustrated that his spies weren’t getting the information he needed. Preem must be suspicious and was taking precautions. Quon’s eyes drifted back to glance at the beggar boy, waiting to see if he had another question. He didn’t. “Very good.” Quon indicated to Truj to give Nip a crown. 
Truj hesitated, unwilling to remove his hand from the hilt of his knife. “I don’t trust him, my lord.”
“Does he look armed to you?” Quon asked. Alom, sitting opposite him, nodded. Truj just shrugged. “What weapons do you think our mouse has, master Alom?”
“A couple of knives, my lord. Plus, a ‘cubbie’ I’m sure.”
“Well Nip, is my assistant right?”
“Of course, m’lord. Thems streets are bads far us boys.”
“Would you like to show the count your cubbie?” Alom asked Nip. The beggar boy pulled out a short leather-wrapped stick from inside his jerkin. “Quiet an effective weapon, my lord. But young Nip here knows who his friends are.”
“And where the money is coming from.” Quon indicated to Truj again to pay the boy, who paid Nip promptly this time. “Do you have a boy at each gate?” Quon asked. Nip promised that he did. “Well, I want you to add another boy just outside the gate so they can see if anyone flies over the wall. If you hear of the Bone Crusher or the Bitch Witch arriving, let my house know immediately.”
“Aye, m’lord,” Nip replied. Quon waved him away.
[image: image-placeholder]Once the boy was gone, Quon ordered the carriage to drive around again. Quon reached out for a few seconds to each quarter of the city. He detected no d’decs; so, Preem had left the city. Leaving the king unprotected. Maybe the fool didn’t think another wizard was in the city after all. It was the best news he could hope for. He would only need a short while to capture the king, forcing Preem to step into a trap when he goes to rescue his liege lord.
How much time did Quon have? Next, he scanned the north to see if Preem was moving to the border. Again, nothing interfered with his d’dec’s waves. But when Quon scanned to the west, he detected a strong disturbance moving northwards, near the foothills. He dropped the scan quickly, not wanting to reveal his presence. Surely it would take Wizard Preem at least one hand to fly back to Kefnu from that distance.
“I have enjoyed the ride in the afternoon air, but you can take me back to the Palace now,” he informed Truj dryly. “Master Alom, you can return to my residence. I don’t want the guards at the palace knowing your face for now.”
The carriage restarted after Alom stepped off, lurching along the cobbled streets. He had a few hands of daylight left and an unexpected opportunity he planned to exploit fully. Though eager to return to the Palace, he didn’t urge the coach driver to hurry. It was essential to keep to a regular routine.
Once back in his guest suite, he needed to determine the king’s location. “Truj, order some fruit from the palace kitchens for me,” he instructed as he sat in his chair, letting the fire warm his body. He sat impatiently waiting for the Palace servant to arrive.
A short while later, the guard outside their door announced that the fruit was here. Truj opened the door to take the bowl from the servant. But Quon told him to invite the young lady into the guest quarters.
A girl came in, carrying a woven bowl with several pieces of fruit. Quon spotted her lazy eye. She wasn’t tall, and her brown hair reached below her shoulders. She was pretty to look at, which Quon guessed was one of the attributes that gained her a place on the Palace staff.
“What’s your name?” Quon asked the teenager with a pale complexion.
She curtsied. A move that she clearly practiced every day. “Glipena, my lord.” Her voice was soft with a slight lilt.
Quon indicated to Truj to close the door. Once it was closed, Quon asked softly if she knew who he was. She nodded. 
Fearing any listening ears, Quon kept his voice low so only Glipena could hear. “What news do you have for me?”
“The wizard left two hands ago, my lord.” Like Quon, she kept her voice low, afraid the outside guard could hear. “I heard he took several soldiers with him. I couldn’t find where he went, my lord.”
“It matters not where he went,” Quon said, though the news of the soldiers meant his subterfuge had worked. “Is the king in his rooms?” Glipena shook her head no. Quon smiled. The king’s quarters tended to be heavily guarded. It would be easier if King Attim were in his council chamber or, better yet, the royal gardens. “Where is he, my dear?”
The girl looked fearful as she said, “No one in the kitchen knows where he is.” She fiddled with the bottom of her checkered doublet. “I’ve asked, my lord. It’s like he disappeared. However, none of the other servants seem to be worried. Even Pisan, his chief butler, doesn’t know, my lord.”
Quon picked up his mastyon and slammed it on his leg. It was a silly gesture that brought no pain to his useless legs. But it did cause Glipena to step back in fear. “You have to find where the king is,” he snarled. “I pay you good money. Keep asking, or follow the king’s butler. But I must know where he is.” She nodded, her good eye betraying her fear. “Bring me some tea when you find where he is.” After curtsying, she turned to leave. Quon stopped her. “Ruffle your clothes,” he ordered.
She untucked her shirt. “I will do my best, my lord.” Glipena left the room.
Once the servant girl left, Quon cursed. He was bitterly disappointed that Harpin’s palace spy didn’t know the king’s location. A part of his plan had created a chance to end the war today and avoid the fourth option. But his hopes were slipping away. He cursed again; if only he had an opportunity to give the king his special gift earlier.
Meanwhile, he needed to prepare a backup plan. In five-second bursts, he reached out to different parts of the Palace to make small modifications. With luck, he wouldn’t need these changes. He hated the thought of causing so many deaths. Every ten minutes, he also made a two-second scan to the west, tracking Preem’s progress. The wizard was rapidly flying back to the city.
When Preem was ten leagues from Kefnu, Quon stopped following his progress. His main plan was unchanged, and it tracked on time. He expected to snap his trap on Otanic’s grand wizard in a few days to coincide with the movement of Harpin’s army to the Otanic border. He would enjoy dinner tonight.
Quon did one more scan, reaching a hundred leagues to the south. Here he found something to lift his earlier disappointment. Something that made him smile as he ate half a sweet apple.
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Ambushed


Brodia strolled down the street with Janu as they headed to Janu’s cottage. Roon was ahead, walking along with his new shadow, little Sarn. A cool sea-fresh breeze blew in from the cliffs; she really liked this place. 
“Preem told me you’re good at nanuj,” Janu said. Brodia glanced at Janu, wondering what prompted this sudden statement. “I play it a little,” Janu added. “But, unlike my brother, I never liked how others made fun of me when I played.”
It made Brodia uncomfortable to talk about her abilities. “I guess I’m so-so at nanuj. However, Preem’s an excellent player. He teaches me almost every day.”
“Nanuj is good for calming a person’s spirit,” Janu mused. “My brother was a real pest before Thoum took him in as a student. He drove my parents crazy with his antics.” Janu laughed as she added, “But I just banged his head.” Brodia asked what Preem did as a boy. Janu described a few of young Preem’s adventures scrumping for apples and getting caught. Once, he fell off the cliff while hunting for seagull eggs. “He broke his leg that day. That was the final straw for my Pa. He sent him to the elder for punishment. Instead, Thoum taught him nanuj.” 
Brodia laughed. “A pest? Really? He once told me that a rebel’s spirit was important in an apprentice,” Brodia said. “Though what he saw in me remains a mystery. I was always an obedient girl. I did my chores without fighting about it.” Janu smiled as they continued toward the grass strip between the last house and the clifftop. She asked Brodia if she had ever got married. “All the boys were fools,” Brodia replied. “I found it easy to manipulate them like I made the rooster do whatever I wanted.” Brodia paused. “How can you respect anyone that’s so easy to control?”
“I see,” Janu said. “What did your Pa say about not getting married?”
“He thought I should wear dresses more often.” Brodia glanced at Janu, who seemed to be smiling at some secret joke. “What?”
“Nothing,” Janu said as she turned right at the end of the street. Ahead were the stepping stones across the River Clover. Janu asked, “Why did Preem choose you?”
“Because I could feel how he controlled the magic. When Zenii did magic near me, it made me nauseous. It’s very rare to sense the magic this way. If you do, it’s a sign you can do the magic too.”
“That’s interesting,” Janu said. “But my brother was shy around girls, so why did he pick you?”
“Oh, I see. Why did he choose a girl?” Brodia saw Janu nod in agreement. “By all the Gods, I don’t know the real answer to that question. I believe he thinks I’ll do things differently. But all my training is about learning to do magic the same way he does. Whenever I try something different, he tells me a wizard story about doing things correctly.”
Up ahead, Roon and little Sarn had reached the stepping stones. Roon flew the young boy over the river. Janu called out to her son to wait for her. Brodia sensed Janu’s frustration whenever Roon lifted little Sarn into the air. Roon skipped nimbly over the stepping stones. Brodia offered to fly Janu to the other side when she reached the stones. She wanted Janu to become comfortable with flying.
But Janu shook her head, saying, “I take these stones four or more times a day.” Janu glided over the stones, taking easy, well-practiced steps. Brodia followed, stepping carefully, doing her best to ignore the itch at the back of her neck that was worsening.
The two boys were shouting as all four of them ambled up to the back of the light-blue cottage and entered the door into the kitchen. Little Sarn followed Roon as he made straight for the pantry; Brodia sat beside Janu at the kitchen table. Brodia laid her branch-wand on the table in front of her.
“You don’t believe you’re special?” Janu asked, continuing the conversation from the outside.
“I know that seeing the waves makes me different,” Brodia answered and thought briefly before adding. “It’s funny ... growing up, I played games by myself where I was special, but now, it doesn’t feel right.”
Janu patted Brodia’s arm. “I wouldn’t like you if you were arrogant.” Brodia smiled back; she liked Preem’s family.
[image: image-placeholder]In that second, she sensed the queasy pressure from a strange mind – dreadfully close.
“Roon, shield up!” she cried as she formed four fists in half a second.
A man in gray appeared in the doorway to the sitting room, holding out his tarner with four spearpoints already flying at her. Brodia extended her shield to cover Janu as she stood up, knocking over her chair. One spearpoint got around, nicking Brodia on her right leg.
“Behind me!” Brodia called out to Janu, as they backed into a corner of the kitchen.
As the Gray Wizard formed more spearpoints, Brodia went on the attack, sending two of her own while maintaining her shield. The Gray Wizard had to drop spearpoints to shield himself.
Brodia risked the slightest glance at Roon, who was by the pantry with little Sarn behind him. “Keep Sarn safe,” she instructed, snapping her attention back to the enemy. The world seemed to slow around her. The intensity should be frightening, but it only calmed her, like the Arrox attack or the black bull. These spearpoints would kill. She had to fight crazy-mean if they were to survive. All this flashed through her mind as she fought with everything she had. Brodia wasn’t just protecting herself and Janu; she was fighting for Otanic. Nothing except winning or death was acceptable for a Defender.
She fired three more spearpoints, only to see them blocked. Two spearpoints came back, plus a thin lifting hand. Jamming her shield into the kitchen floor, she just avoided the Gray Wizard’s lifting hand tipping her over. But another spearpoint got through, cutting her left arm near the elbow. She suppressed her rising anger.
A large mug flew from the side at the Gray Wizard. He ducked in time, but it left an opening, so she fired two spearpoints through. One tore through his trousers by his thigh. He hobbled back through the door into the sitting room. Another mug flew at him, and Brodia fired three spearpoints. Another got through, slicing across his chest.
The Gray Wizard was too busy fending off the attacks to send any spearpoints. A massive d’sur fist from Brodia lifted the kitchen table, jamming it against his shield to blind him. Two more of her spearpoints went around the table, hoping to catch him. Then he sent a massive fist to shatter the table. The Gray Wizard staggered back toward the front door.
He smashed the front door. Brodia shuffled forward as the Gray Wizard ducked out the doorway. She sent more spearpoints, but he fended these off as he rose into the air. Brodia charged forward. This was it; she had to kill him.
When she exited the door, two spearpoints arrived. She cried out in pain as one passed through her left foot. The enemy was already flying above the rooftops when she formed her lifting hand to chase him, but he was faster, pulling away as she clumsily dragged her lifting hand along by gripping the cottage chimneys. She kept a shield in front of her, which left just a single gripping fist for moving her lifting hand.
Soon they were past the village and moving across the fields. The Gray Wizard was already just a dot in the air. Brodia converted her shield to track his d’dec as he pulled further ahead. She was losing the race as she swore at the Gods for not giving her the speed to win. The blood from her foot pooled on her lifting hand as she continued to concentrate on flying. The dot was too small to see, but she tracked his d’dec.
Then, without warning, the enemy’s d’dec winked out like a snuffed candle. She flew on toward the last point, slowing down. She was flying over a forest northwest of the village. Somewhere below was the Gray Wizard, but where? He had stolen the advantage, and if he won, he would quickly kill everyone in Preem’s family.
Brodia swerved to the right, flying back to the road. She couldn’t risk Preem’s family. As she returned to Clovermouth, the itch at the back of her neck vanished like the pre-dawn gloom when the sun rose. Had she won? No. At best, she’d delayed the final battle. In a second, she realized the Gray Wizard was a coward; it was a weakness. He would never fight her again from the front. He was the kind of man who sneaked up from behind.
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A Bloody Mess


Roon stayed behind his shield as splinters of wood from the kitchen table filled the air. In the confusion, he saw Brodia run from the kitchen. But then he heard her cry out in pain, so he ran to help her, leaving little Sarn behind. He reached the door in time to see Brodia disappear into the air, already well beyond his ability to protect her back. 
As he walked back toward the kitchen, he almost collapsed when his left leg gave way. His leg was covered in blood from a deep cut he didn’t even remember feeling during the brief magical fight. “Mrs. Janu, Sarn, come to me,” he called before limping to the corner that faced the open doorway. “Get behind me.” Roon formed a wide shield protecting that corner of the room. They both claimed to be fine when he asked if they were hurt.
“You’re cut,” Janu said as Roon tenderly sat on the floor. “You should let me tend to it.” He shook his head, not daring to release his shield since he didn’t know what was happening beyond that shattered doorway. But Janu didn’t allow his concerns to stop what had to be done. “I can stop the bleeding while you keep this shield, or whatever, in place? It won’t help if you faint from blood loss.”
Roon nodded, keeping his attention on the front door that the Gray Wizard had reduced to a few pieces of wood hanging from the hinges. He heard a rip, and then Janu wrapped a strip of cloth around his thigh, tying it tight. Roon winced in pain but never took his eyes off the doorway.
Once Janu finished tying a bandage to stop the blood flow to his leg, Roon sat in silence. He was supposed to guard Brodia’s back, but she was gone. Had he done enough when the Gray Wizard attacked in the kitchen? Things had happened so fast. Brodia told him to protect little Sarn. But he saw a chance to help by throwing things to distract the enemy wizard.
Roon looked around for things to throw in case the Gray Wizard returned. He saw several half-used candles that he could throw.
Several minutes passed before Roon heard someone approaching the doorway. He briefly glimpsed a pair of legs passing the front window. Roon gripped a candle, ready to toss it at the doorway. A head tentatively peeked in through the open entrance. Roon recognized the man was from Clovermouth village. The man asked Janu if she was alright.
“A wizard from Harpin attacked us, but Preem’s apprentices protected us,” Janu replied. “Brodia is chasing the enemy.”
“The apprentice with the green beret,” the man commented, a sense of awe in his voice. The man ducked back out, calling out to someone, “You’re right. It is the Green Wizard; she’s chasing the enemy away.”
Roon heard the murmurs from outside before the man looked back inside to say, “Someone is coming in the air.”
Roon prepared himself for a final battle. He gave a candle to Janu and Sarn, telling them to crouch behind his shield on either side. “Be ready to throw them,” he said. Roon didn’t think it would give them much chance, but he planned to charge across the room to knock the wizard down.
“It’s the Green Wizard!” the man called out.
Roon warned Janu, “Stay behind me until we’re sure who it is.” The three steps down to the doorway meant that Roon couldn’t see who was approaching the door. He tensed, making himself ready for whatever came. Two sets of legs stepped slowly down.
Brodia appeared in the open doorway, leaning on the same man who first appeared. Roon caught her eye; she nodded; they were safe for now. He dropped the shield to push himself upright.  Brodia plopped heavily onto the sofa facing the cold fireplace. She looked exhausted. After limping over, he sat beside her.
Suddenly he felt the shakes take over his body; he’d been calm a second ago. “I’m sorry,” he said, certain he hadn’t done enough.
Sitting beside Brodia, he felt her squeeze his arm. “I’m proud of you. Throwing that mug distracted him enough for me to get to him.” Her words pleased him but didn’t convince him. Still, Brodia seemed calm as she touched his leg near the cut. “Now you’ll have a battle scar to show your apprentice one day. Zenii has several of them.”
His legs still shook uncontrollably as if all the pent-up tensions were leaving his body. Janu came over to sit on the floor in front of him. Little Sarn clung to her dress as if his very life depended on being beside his mother. Janu began ripping off Roon’s pant leg, he tried to stop her, but it was a half-hearted effort because he also knew it was necessary.
Janu cleaned his leg, looking at the thin three-inch cut that still oozed bright-red blood. Next to Janu, a young woman from the village was helping Brodia remove her left boot. More bright red blood soaked her sock. He’d never seen so much blood.
“This will hurt a little,” Janu said, pulling his attention back to his injuries. In her hand, he saw the needle, but he had no idea where it came from. He closed his eyes as he took a deep breath. If only the cut had been on his stupid left arm instead. Each prick brought another wince as he kept his eyes shut tight. Janu was fast, and soon she wrapped a clean bandage around his thigh. A sharp ache made him want to moan. But Defenders never complained, so he kept quiet.
To distract himself from his left leg, Roon watched the girl wrap Brodia’s foot. “Does it hurt?” he asked. He knew it was a silly question the moment it left his lips.
“I don’t know why the Gods made the foot so damn sensitive to pain,” she said. An older woman was wrapping her arm that also bled. “Janu, are you hurt?” Brodia asked between clenched teeth. “We made a mess of your house.”
“No, we are both fine, thanks to you both.” Janu paused to look around the room. A chair was destroyed, the front door was gone, and splinters of wood carpeted the floor. “It’s nothing,” she said. “Preem warned me about the enemy wanting to kill us, but I didn’t believe him. He asked me to convince Pa to go to Kefnu.” Janu checked Roon’s useless arm for any other injuries as she added, “I guess you did that.”
“It was easy. He wasn’t ready to listen to his son, that’s all.”
Roon sat quietly as Janu finished checking him for other injuries. He shook his head to say he was fine. But in truth, he was hungry. Little Sarn sat beside his mother, watching Roon closely. Roon whispered, “Can you go to the pantry to get some bread or dried meat?” Little Sarn ran off to the kitchen.
After finding nothing else wrong with Roon, Janu turned her head back to Brodia with a questioning look. “Who was that man in gray?”
“A wizard from Harpin,” Brodia replied. Her face was still strained from pain as the young lady washed her bloody foot. “He wasn’t strong enough to be a grand wizard like your brother. Otherwise, we’d all be dead.” Janu asked if Brodia found the enemy wizard. Roon listened attentively for her answer, which was disheartening. “No. He’s gone to ground. He was hurt too, but he’ll be back.”
Sarn returned with a thick slice of bread covered in honey. It was just what Roon needed.
“By the Gods, is that boy eating again,” Brodia said. She tried to laugh but winced as the young woman tried to put her boot back on. 
Janu took the boot from the young woman, putting it on the floor. “Tarin’s got big feet. You can borrow a pair of his boots.”
As he sat there beside Brodia, Roon felt pride welling up. He’d been in his first wizard fight. The blood surprised him, as did the ferocity, but he’d survived. “Are wizard’s fights always like this?” he asked Brodia. “So fast and so ... so bloody?”
“It’s only my third, but I guess they are when the wizards are evenly matched,” Brodia said. “Preem would have killed him in a second.”
“When bears fight, the mice always lose,” Janu whispered solemnly.
“Harpin’s wizard knew Zenii was away in Kefnu, so he took advantage to attack here,” Brodia said before pausing as another thought occurred to her. “I wonder if he knew I was here?”
“Maybe. Maybe they didn’t care because they thought they were stronger. They were wrong,” Janu mused. “We owe you our lives. Both of you,” she added, squeezing his good shoulder.
“It’s Brodia’s training,” Roon said. “We practiced distracting; all I did was throw a mug at him.”
“All you did was not panic as you protected little Sarn. Then you distracted the Gray Wizard so I could attack him. All you did, Squirt, was turn defeat into victory. You made the fight five d’sur fists to four. It was enough to drive him away.”
He wanted to say something but couldn’t think of anything clever to say, so he remained quiet for once. Did I do enough? He couldn’t shake the sense he should have done more. He couldn’t hold his wand at arm’s length yet; that changed tomorrow. He had a renewed commitment to being better for Brodia. If he was to guard her back, he must be better.
After Janu brought Brodia a pair of large boots, Brodia announced that it was time to go to Narini’s cottage. Roon saw Brodia’s lifting hand form. She stepped into it and sat down. “Please join me.” Janu stared at Brodia as if she didn’t trust flying. “We talked about flying only a short while ago,” Brodia said. “I learned this morning. And I just chased the Gray Wizard.”
“But have you flown others before?” Janu asked. “Preem told me yesterday you weren’t ready.”
“Brodia flew me down and up the cliff this morning,” Roon said quickly; he had no doubts about her abilities. “Didn’t drop me once,” he added with a mischievous grin as he joined Brodia, sitting cross-legged beside her.
“Enough, Roon!” Brodia responded. Then to Janu, she added, “I’ll be careful with you both. We can’t walk so well. Plus, we have to get there quickly.”
“And what if the Gray Wizard attacks when you’re in the air?”
“He isn’t active, Janu. I’ll know as soon as he lights his wizard’s stone,” Brodia explained. “He’s a league or more north of us, so I’ll sense him coming if he does.”
“Alright, then,” Janu agreed finally. “Sarn, let’s go to Grandma’s.”
Roon let little Sarn sit on his right knee, away from his sore hip. Janu sat on the other side of Brodia.
“Please give us some room,” Brodia advised the onlookers as she floated toward the open doorway.
The people eased back to give her plenty of room. Once outside, Roon felt the surge as Brodia lifted them above the rooftops. Little Sarn let out a soft whoop while Janu didn’t comment. They sped across the river and edge of the village square. It only took a minute to reach Preem’s childhood home.
[image: image-placeholder]Janu rapped on the red door, calling out, “Ma, it’s me.” Roon stood beside Brodia at the top of the steps while little Sarn still clung to his mother’s dress. It would take a while for the shock of the wizard battle to subside in the youngster’s mind.
The door opened, and Narini stood there. Her eyes flew from Janu to Brodia and then to Roon, with one trouser leg missing, leaving behind a tattered bloody hem above his white bandage. She waved them in, asking what had happened. No one answered Preem’s mother until they were in the drawing room. Roon opted to sit on the floor, afraid the stuffed chairs would irritate his cut leg.
“The Gray Wizard from Harpin attacked us at Janu’s,” Brodia explained as if she were discussing today’s weather. “But we all drove him away.” Roon watched Preem’s mother. She seemed confused by the news as she continued to look at Roon’s bandaged leg. “Where’s Helip?” Brodia asked, breaking into Narini’s thoughts.
“Out in the back, puttering around in the workshop,” Narini replied. “I’ll make some tea,” she added as if it was the solution to all problems.
“Squirt, go with Narini to bring Zenii’s Pa back. We should all stay together from now on.”
“Oh, you poor boy,” Narini exclaimed, reaching out to help him up from the floor.
Roon pushed himself up magically, favoring his good leg. “I’m fine, Mrs. Forma. The left leg is just a bit stiff.” He followed Narini into the kitchen, happy to be doing something worthwhile.
“I should get you another pair of Preem’s old trousers.” Narini sounded nervous, on the brink of breaking down.
“First, we have to bring in Mr. Forma,” Roon said, feeling the need to take charge suddenly. The practice had been a serious game, but everything was different now. Battles between wizards were fast and unforgiving. But he’d done alright. His determination to get stronger almost overwhelmed him. He had to warn himself to be patient for now.
Roon hobbled over to a small hut in the back garden. He found Preem’s Pa working on a leather strap, punching holes for a buckle. It was a simple task that Roon could never do since it needed two arms. Helip looked at him, smiling wanly at the sight of Roon’s bandaged leg, though he passed no comment about it.
“My father made leather too. We had a stall in Jalian market in Kefnu,” Roon said, uncertain how to start the conversation. “I used to help him, even though I only had one good arm.”
“It’s honest work,” Helip said in a way to imply magic wasn’t honest. “People always need good leather.”
“I miss working with leather,” Roon said. Though, in truth, he hated leather work but loved working with his father. “But now I work with magic. It means I don’t miss my useless arm. It too, is honest work, leaving me sweating when I practice.”
“Is that what happened to your leg? You hurt yourself practicing.”
At first, Roon was surprised at the father’s sarcasm but realized it was a defense mechanism. “The Gray Wizard attacked us at Janu’s cottage. The enemy is here, looking to destroy your family. You should return with me, so we can all stay together for protection.”
Helip shook his head, turning back to the leather strap stretched out on the work table. “I have to finish this,” he said.
Roon stood in the work hut, unsure what to say. Tempted to go back to ask Brodia or Janu to come to convince Helip to return to the house, he dithered for a few seconds. He was only sixteen. How could he argue with Zenii’s father? But if recent events taught him anything, it was that he was also a Defender.
“What can be more important than your family or the realm?” Roon said slowly but firmly. “This wizard war is a mystery to me too. So, all I can do is follow orders from your son.”
“You’re just a boy,” Helip said. Roon heard the pain in his voice. All that Helip held dear must be slipping through his fingers.
Something Zenii told him after the battle in Lowmouth came to Roon’s mind. Zenii had said he regretted that Roon had to learn magic during a war. But this was the nanuj game the Gods had given him to play.
“I regret the circumstances we find ourselves in,” Roon began. “But once again, the Gods have challenged us to defeat the first kingdom. Some must fight for the realm in strange ways. But we all serve the realm no matter how it looks. For now, we fight to keep Wizard Preem strong.”
Surprisingly Helip put the hole punch down, leaving it across the leather strap. He nodded and walked out of the hut. Roon followed him back to the house, where Narini steeped the tea. As soon as Roon entered the kitchen, she showed him a pair of Preem’s old trousers, they were a bit short, but for now, they would keep him warm on the trip to Kefnu.
After changing, Roon was happy when he could rejoin the group huddled and talking in low tones in the drawing room. He was warmer in Zenii’s old dark-green trousers.
He sat back on the floor, listening to Brodia explain to Zenii’s Pa what had happened at Janu’s cottage. The first ripple from his d’dec surprised him; the second followed, then a third. Zenii was calling them to him. But where was he? Glancing over at Brodia, she was looking back at him. When she winked, he knew Zenii had signaled her too. “Where?” he mouthed silently. She shrugged, mouthing “Kefnu” back.
“Narini, is your son’s long leather coat still here?” Brodia asked. Narini nodded, saying it was too beautiful a coat to throw away. Brodia turned her head to glance at Janu. “Where’s Tarin?” She asked. By then, everyone had stopped chatting, wondering about her questions. But only Roon understood the purpose behind them.
“In the boathouse, at the bottom of the cutting,” Janu replied. “I can go to get him.”
Brodia shook her head, saying she would fetch him in a few minutes. “First,” she added, “Roon will go with Narini to get Preem’s old coat. It will keep you warm as we fly to Kefnu.”
Roon loved the firmness in her voice as she took charge. It emphasized the role of a Defender of Vosj. And more than anything else someone could say, it validated his discussion with Preem’s father. Suddenly, Roon knew he belonged to the group.
Janu was the first to accept the situation. “When do we leave?” she asked.
“Tomorrow, I’ll fly everyone to Kefnu,” Brodia replied.
“But you’re injured, honey,” Narini stated the obvious.
“I need my mind, not my legs or arms.”
“We’ll go get Zenii’s old coat, Mrs. Forma,” Roon said, getting up to end any further debate. They had to make progress before it got too dark. And perhaps he could snatch another snack. As he escorted Narini to get Zenii’s old coat, he thought about the trip ahead, wondering if the Gray Wizard would wait until tomorrow before he attacked again. It would be a long night.
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The Farmer’s Wife


Lihan hid behind the old oak tree, waiting for the dot to appear in the sky above the trees. Blood soaked his tunic where the spearpoint had sliced across the left side of his chest. The right trouser leg clung to his leg; he needed a tourniquet to stem the blood. But the cut that had come closest to killing him had nicked his throat. 
There, just above the treetops, he saw the form of someone flying toward him. Though it was a silhouette, he had no doubt it had a pale-green beret on its head with those silly ribbons flapping behind it. He’d let her go past so he could attack from behind. Taking a deep breath, he still had a chance to complete his mission, as the one-armed apprentice was no match for him. As the dark outline resolved into a sitting person, it swerved away toward the east.
She was too far away and would see his spearpoints long before they reached her. With his chance for surprise gone, Lihan decided to let her go. He watched as the silhouette became a dot again, then it was gone. Exhausted, he sank to the forest floor. But rest meant death.
Lihan cut off the blood-soaked leg of his trousers before cleaning off the blood around the wound. It didn’t appear to be as deep as he’d feared. It would be enough to wrap the wound to stem the slow but steady blood flow.
Next, he saw to the chest wound. Taking off his shirt revealed the long thin cut that felt like it reached his ribs. After wrapping his chest in the undershirt, he put his doublet back on and the long gray leather coat. He leaned back against the tree, exhausted from the effort to dress his wounds. Without his d’dec sending d’sur waves, he remained hidden from all his enemies.
The Bitch Witch’s power was far beyond what Zenii told him, leaving him to grapple with his instructions. Zenii told him to kill her, that she could not defend herself against him. However, she was a journeyman wizard who could command the double split. That meant, Zenii had lied to him. The sense of betrayal almost overwhelmed him as he sat in the forest. The only sensible conclusion was that Zenii was sacrificing Lihan to the enemy.
Zenii did the same to Apprentice Yarin when he manipulated the apprentice to expose him to wizard Preem, who would kill him. In the end, this same Bitch Witch killed Yarin, but Zenii created the situation; now, he was doing the same to Lihan.
Wallowing here wouldn’t help. He must find help to bind his wounds while forming a plan. He stood gingerly, feeling the tightness of his injuries. He sensed he wouldn’t be capable of walking far.
As he limped away toward the north, he had time to reflect on the battle with the two apprentices from Otanic. He’d recognized that green beret from the instant he saw her. The Bitch Witch attacked him like a feral cat trapped in a corner. And then that runt of a kid threw things; who’d have thought of that? But he’d got in some hits on the green witch; one spearpoint had hit her foot. By the Gods, he hoped it hurt like hell, something for her to remember him by.
As he relived the encounter, like a play on a stage, he recalled that she hadn’t been able to catch him in flight. In fact, she had dropped behind quickly. She wasn’t particularly good at flying. Maybe it was a natural weakness in women. After all, if the Gods wanted female wizards, there would be many more of them. Still, her flying was a weakness he would take advantage of next time. Surely it also meant he could risk flying away. His injuries needed tending. He remembered that farmer’s wife; she should be able to help.
Lihan quickly formed the double split to fly as fast as he could toward the north. He found the path that led to the farm. In fifteen minutes, he was staggering toward the kitchen door. The young, plain-looking wife was standing, hands on hips, studying him.
Lihan stopped. “Afternoon, ma’am. I require some help,” he called out. He waited, hoping he wouldn’t have to force her. After a moment, she asked him what had happened, though she didn’t wave him over. “Some robbers unhorsed me. I was lucky to get away. The wounds aren’t deep; I just need some bandages plus a change of clothes.”
“We don’t hear of any robbers around here,” she said. “Anyway, come on in so I can fix your wounds.” She waved him to come closer. His wounds were a testament to his stories about robbers.
Inside the kitchen, he removed his gray coat to sit on a stool as she checked out his injured thigh.
“Not too bad,” she commented, then removed the shirt he’d wrapped around his chest. “Looks worse than it is.” She washed the three cuts tenderly and gave him a dry cloth to hold against the cut on his neck. “Did they take all your money?” she asked as she looked closer at his chest.
“No, ma’am. That’s why they cut me as I escaped.”
“Sit here then while I get a sheet to make some bandages. My husband’s shorter than you, but otherwise, his clothes should be close enough.”
After she had gone to get him a change of clothes, Lihan pulled out his purse, removing two silver crowns. It would be best if this couple had no reason to raise the alarm, and he didn’t like the idea of killing them to keep them quiet. When she returned, he asked. “May I ask your name, ma’am?”
“Millia,” she replied as she pinched the skin together on his thigh before wrapping it tightly. The wound had become tender, so he winced at the pain. Still, he appreciated her delicate touch.
“I’ve placed two crowns on your table, Millia. As a thank you for your kindness,” he said. “I like to pay my way.”
“There’s no need for that, sir.” Millia completed the binding of his thigh and started ripping strips off the sheet to bind his chest. “What do you do ...?” She paused as if waiting for his name.
“Alom, ma’am. I’m a merchant seeking a new market in Clovermouth.” Remembering his earlier lies, he added, “I’m starting in my sister’s village.”
He sat quietly as she completed her ministrations to his injuries. Afterward, he pulled on her husband’s pants, discovering they left a couple of inches of boney white flesh exposed above his boots. The shirt left his wrists naked, but at least it closed easily across his chest. He reached for his gray coat, eager to go before the farmer found him.
“You can rest a bit, maybe stay the night in the barn.”
“That would be kind of you. But I think your husband may disagree. I’ve imposed more than a man should.”
“I wouldn’t care about that fool,” Millia replied softly. “He’s conversations are all grunts or curses. He won’t be back for a while.” Millia stepped to the pantry to fetch food with a white clay milk jug. “You should tarry a while to get some food inside of you.”
“I do thank you. But last time I met your husband, he was clear about not talking to you,” Lihan said, hoping to slip away before reencountering the young farmer. “He can be a cuss of a man.”
“As I said afore, he’s a fool. Don’t you be scared of him.” Millia paused before mumbling, “I’m sure I don’t know why I bother to stay with the man.”
Uncertain if he heard her, Lihan told her he wasn’t afraid of her husband. “I just don’t want to cause any trouble.”
“Good,” she said firmly. “Then tarry a while to recover your energy. You can tell me a story about the towns north of here. Have you ever been to Kefnu?” He nodded. “Then eat while you fill my soul with stories about the big cities.”
Lihan sat at the table, laying his tarner on the surface as he told Milia about the cobbled streets and the King’s Keep, with its richly decorated dining hall. He talked around mouthfuls of bread and cheese washed down with creamy milk.
“You’ve really been inside the Palace?” She asked in awe. She sat across the table from him, watching him closely. “I’d love to travel around this land. I feel trapped here.”
He smiled at her. She may be plain to look at, but she seemed pleasant enough. “Yes. I was in the Palace itself with my ... my partner. An important merchant of Otanic.” Lihan said, almost giving away the count.
The kitchen door opened with a rusty squeak. In the doorway stood the farmer with a perplexed look on his face. It quickly transformed into a look of uncontained fury. “What’s going on here?” He strode across the floor.
Lihan tried to explain, “I was hurt, so your kind wife aided –”
“Shut up!” The farmer passed Lihan, stopping in front of Millia. “What have I said about talking to other men?”
“Now, let’s stay calm,” Lihan stood to explain the situation. He picked up his tarner, ready in case this situation got worse.
The farmer turned his reddening face, seeing Lihan’s too-short pants in a familiar faded green-brown. “Are those my pants?” He snatched the two crowns sitting at the corner of the table. “You been fucking my wife?”
The husband turned back to his wife. His blow was more of a punch than a slap, striking Millia squarely on her cheek and knocking her to the stone floor. He went to kick the heap that was crying.
Lihan had seen enough. His broad d’sur fist struck the farmer on his side, hard enough to knock him off Millia, who was trying to scramble away.
“What monster are you?” the farmer called out. He twisted back to face the wizard, a knife in his hand, big enough to gut a bear. “I’ll spill your innards for the Gods to see the kind of man you are.” Lihan backed away, hoping to avoid using his magic any further. “Stand to fight me, coward.” The farmer held his knife in front of him, its tip pointing at Lihan’s chest. “I’ll gut you and my whore of a wife.”
Incensed, Lihan sent a spearpoint through the farmer’s chest, cutting his spine in half. He dropped hard, his head making a dull, cracking thud on the stones, like a soft clay bowl collapsing on itself. Lihan sighed as he saw the blood seeping from the farmer’s head, though he knew the farmer deserved death.
“What did you do?” Millia cried out, crawling over to her husband’s dead body. “What did you do?” she screamed even louder. She checked the dead body before getting up, holding her husband’s knife.
“He gave me no choice. He was going to –”
She charged at him with the knife. Stepping aside, he deflected the blade with a shield. But she kept coming, throwing the knife and then picking up a chair. “Bastard!!” she shrieked.
He thought he’d done her a favor, but now she forced him to deflect the chair as he sought an escape without hurting her. But she’d have none of that, throwing the jug of milk. Temporarily blinded, the stool she swung next almost grazed his skull. He had no choice, so he killed her quickly with a spearpoint through her heart.
Lihan looked at her crumpled body. A sense of helpless frustration passed through him; it wasn’t fair. Lihan didn’t care about the farmer; he was a brute that deserved what he got. But Millia had been nice, yet he’d killed her in a second. He could have tried to wrap her in a cocoon, but it happened too fast. Squatting bedside her body, he checked to see if she was alive, but he sensed it was a waste of time. Her blood was already forming a pool beside her twisted body.
Lihan sat back at the table, staring at Millia’s body. Before her husband returned, she was trying to say she wanted to leave. The idea of traveling the land with a partner had begun to get his interest. But now that chance was gone. Millia lay before him, a victim of his quick reactions. Why had she attacked him if she hated her husband? It was a mystery that died with her.
He stood to look through the window. The sky was already darkening. There was no point in venturing into the darkness, so he would stay the night. But then what?
The appeal of running away with someone had been much greater than he expected. However, the end of that fleeting chance left him demoralized. A lonely life dodging his Zenii’s searches for him was worse than returning to earn his lordship’s trust. The sky was black by the time he made his decision. He would return to Clovermouth. This time he’d be ready for the Bitch Witch by planning his ambush better. He would kill her before she even knew he was there.
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Enemy Entrapment


Punctually at seven o’clock, Truj wheeled him into the long dining hall with all the noble’s banners hanging along the walls. The plate setting without a chair was four places down from the head of the table. Truj dutifully pushed Count Quon close to the table, where he nodded greetings to the Otanic aristocracy around him. The king’s place at the head of the table to his right was empty, awaiting the fanfare of King Attim’s entry. 
Across the table, two spots closer to the King’s seat, Quon saw the Grand Wizard, his black face flushed from the wind. It was the last thing he wanted to see. The king’s rule about no headwear during a royal dinner exposed his eyes for all to see. Clutching his mastyon riding crop in his lap, Quon kept his attention to his left and the lessor nobles of the fourth kingdom. Surely, he could outwit the young wizard who lacked diplomatic skills. However, this same erstwhile apprentice to the hated Wizard Sarn managed to steal Jongiloc from the grasp of Harpin. Quon still fumed over that diplomatic defeat. Yet, once Otanic falls, Jongiloc will be forced to join Harpin as a vassal state.
Quon introduced himself to the lady sitting on his left. She was the Countess of Lastin, so it was easy to discuss the harsh winters that Lastin shared with Harpin City fifty leagues north of Lastin. As she was extolling the virtues of the Lastin spring flower festival, Quon heard his name called from across the table.
“Good evening, Count Quon,” Wizard Preem said. His voice was gentle yet commanding of his attention. In that second, the count realized that the young wizard would be a worthy opponent. Quon’s first impressions of Wizard Preem from the royal court were accurate.
Quon was good at this game too. Barely raising his eyes to glance at Preem’s chest, he replied, “Good evening, sir Wizard.”
“Your chair on wheels is most ingenious, my Lord,” Preem commented, not taking his eyes off Quon. “Is it a design of yours?”
The statement surprised Quon, and he briefly lifted his gaze to look into Preem’s dark eyes. Quon knew the intimidating effect of a wizard’s eyes shining from the shadows of their wide-brimmed hat. But for Preem, his black face had the same effect despite being hatless. “It is.” Quon hoped his short answer would discourage the Wizard.
“I am most curious, my Lord,” Preem continued, ignoring Quon’s hints. “If it isn’t too impertinent to ask, how does it feel to be imprisoned in a wheeled chair?”
“Not so bad, sir Wizard. I have a –"
The announcement for King Attim interrupted Quon’s words. The double doors to the Royal Chambers opened gracefully, allowing the King and Queen to stroll stylishly into the room. Everyone except Quon stood. Queen Thalia unlinked her hand from the king’s arm to sweep gracefully along the length of the table to her seat at the far end. Quon admired her poise. Every inch of her was queenly as she commanded every noble’s attention. She put his own Queen Mara, a dour woman, to shame.
The king waited at his seat for his wife to reach her place, then he sat. Once the Queen sat as well, the other nobles retook their seats. Soon the buzz of conversation began again.
“Your Majesty,” Quon began, taking out two small packages he had on his lap. “I wanted to present a small token of thanks for allowing me to be a guest in your magnificent palace.” He held up the two packages, so a butler from the palace could take them to King Attim.
“It is always a pleasure to have your company at our home, my lord,” the king said stiffly as he passed the packages to his personal butler standing near his chair.
Quon risked a glance at Wizard Preem, who was watching him closely. Wanting to avoid eye contact or a continuation of their previous conversation, Quon made a point of continuing his conversation with the countess sitting beside him. This strategy worked well until after the main course. Then he overheard King Attim asking Preem about his recent excursion to the west.
“We killed or captured ten Harpinian soldiers, your grace,” Wizard Preem responded loud enough for everyone to hear. Several nobles directed glares at Quon. It was what he expected.
“And you are sure they were from Harpin?” the king asked.
“Their accent alone told us so,” Preem replied. “But we also had more than one confession, sire. The soldiers were part of the Harpinian army. They were sent to scare your loyal citizens.”
Quon noted that Preem did not mention how the soldiers arrived in the western province. It would seem the existence of Harpin’s wizards remained a state secret. He saw the king’s gray-blue eyes shift their gaze to him. “What say you now, my lord?”
Quon sat for a moment to compose his thoughts. The easiest course was to deny everything. No matter what they accused Harpin of, no matter what facts they got right, all he had to do was deny it. “Accents can be faked, your highness. And criminal rebels will lie.”
“You deny to us that these cowards are from Harpin?”
“I can only say what I know, sire,” Quon picked his words carefully. “I am unaware of any Harpinian soldiers in Otan. Nor is there a reason for Harpinian soldiers to attack your peaceful villages.”
“Sire,” Preem announced, keeping his gaze firmly on Quon. “I believe the Count of Broditch has not been negotiating truthfully. He is, in fact, an agent or spy to aid in Harpin’s designs on our auspicious kingdom.”
Quon glared back at the Grand Wizard. This young pup had broken all the rules of diplomacy by directly announcing what he thought. It was amateurish but deadly too. “Really, young man?” he said in response as he put on a pained expression. Quon had the sense that Wizard Preem knew he was a grand wizard. Damn the sparkle in his eyes. “What would I be spying on during his highness’ dinner?”
“You are here to mark the effect of the Harpin soldiers attacking our western villages. It could be that you are coordinating their attacks,” Preem said. “Are you not a Harpin minister, my lord?”
“I am loyal to my realm. As are you, young man.” Quon turned his face to address the king. “I do not feel that subservience to your king is a crime, sire.” The king nodded in agreement, giving Quon the sense that the king was as surprised by Preem’s words as he was.
Turning his attention back to the grand wizard, Quon saw the spearpoint in front of Preem. Quon gripped his mastyon tighter as Preem fired it in his general direction. It took all his resolve not to block it. But it swept past his head, missing by an arm’s length. By force of will, Quon didn’t allow his eyes to follow it. Behind him, he heard a muffled gasp from Truj just before he heard the sound that must be Truj collapsing to the floor.
He started to turn his head at the sound but snapped it back to Preem because now he saw another spearpoint. Only this one shimmered, and he could not block it. Preem had the jump on him. If he attempted to attack the king or Preem, he’d die before he could activate his d’dec. He could only pretend to be a layman, unaware of Preem’s magic.
“My lord, it seems your footman is in some difficulty,” Preem said dryly.
Quon reluctantly tore his gaze from Preem’s hooded brown eyes that shone across the table like the eyes of a wolf approaching a fire. He turned to find Truj lying crumpled on the heavy rug. It was evident that his footman was dead. On inspection, he was confident he’d find a pinprick through his heart. But as a layman, he would not know.
His only defense was bluster. “Is this of your doing?” he asked sharply as he turned back.
“It must be a heart attack. You can check your servant, my lord,” Preem assured him. “You won’t find a bloody hole created by any magic.”
“Sire, I appeal to you,” Quon said carefully, turning his chair to face the king who remained sitting. “I am here for the peace of our kingdoms. I know not what happened to my servant, but it isn’t a coincidence.”
“We have no more knowledge of what happened than you do about the ten soldiers we found in our western villages.” The king sat calmly as if indifferent to the outcome.
Quon glanced around the faces at the table. Preem sat with his hands palm-down on the table, staring intently at Quon. The king remained relaxed, watching Quon. The other nobles stared in wonder or were busy studying the candle sticks on the table.
“Your grace, I am only here for diplomacy,” Quon said. The shimmering spearpoint remained a foot from his head. He was in the wolf’s den but hadn’t expected this wolf’s fangs to be so sharp.
“We are aware of your less-than-generous offer, my lord,” the king said dryly. “The fourth kingdom will not be held to ransom.” The king stood then, adding, “We will provide an escort to take you back to your residence. You may send someone to retrieve your servant tomorrow, should you wish to do so.”
Everyone else stood with the king. Quon felt like a small boy in a room of adults as he pushed his chair back from the table. “Sire, are you banishing me from the Palace?”
“Banishing, my lord? We think not. To banish you means you had a right to be here. We are merely declaring that you are no longer welcome. We will return your token.” King Attim signaled to his butler to return the two small packages.
Quon didn’t want to compound his problems by taking the silver stones back. Those stones were the reason he’d risked attending this dinner, knowing that Wizard Preem could also be here. Thinking quickly, he replied, “It is a gift, given without condition, sire. Notwithstanding this small misunderstanding, it would be boorish of me to expect it back.”
King Attim sat, signaling to his butler to wait. “As you wish, my lord. You may take your leave of us now.”
“If I may add, sire?” Preem said. The wizard hadn’t sat when the other nobles did. And now, he leaned forward with his clenched fists on the table. Preem’s gaze remained on Quon as they locked stares. Quon wanted to knock down this impudent rascal, but that shimmering spearpoint said he’d be foolish to try.
“You may, Grand Wizard,” King Attim replied gracefully.
A brief smile played across Preem’s lips as he said, “You will leave your riding crop here too, my lord.” The Count saw the shimmering spearpoint move ominously closer, forestalling any action he could take and live. Preem added, “I am curious about it; you may have it back later.”
“It is such a little thing. What can it mean to you?” Quon said, trying to keep his mastyon. “This old thing is important to me, young man.”
“Is it such a little thing to you, my lord?” Preem’s voice sounded sarcastic. “I always find that little things fascinate feeble minds.”
Quon felt his face burn in anger. By the Gods, he just wanted to crush that smirk from the face of Sarn’s apprentice. Instead, he propelled his chair back to the dining table to slap the crop on the table with a loud crack. “I’ll hold you to your word, young man. I expect to collect this when I send someone for my servant’s body.” Quon stroked his chair back from the table. “Your Majesty, I will take my leave of your regal presence now. I trust that we can meet again under better circumstances.”
Quon began propelling his wheels toward the door. Halfway there, a poppy-red guard stepped behind his chair to push him along. He glanced at Truj’s body lying twisted on the floor. As he expected, he saw no sign of any blood. 
Outside in the cool air, his carriage waited. A King’s Guard sat beside the driver, and another sat inside, waiting for him.
As the carriage rattled its way to his residence, Quon sat stoically in his modified seat opposite the King’s Guardsman watching him. He smiled inwardly. This small victory would undoubtedly give the young wizard too much confidence, especially if Preem thinks he’s cut off my access to magic.
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Fighting Back


After ignoring the light coming in through the windows for a hand, Lihan reluctantly got up from the farmer’s comfortable bed. Since he woke up, he’d dreaded what lay in the kitchen or the day ahead. But putting it off did not make it go away. Those bodies waited for him, each accusing him of murder. Meanwhile, the Bitch Witch hid in Clovermouth for a final confrontation. 
He stretched expansively before splashing some lukewarm water on his face. It was time to make his way to the kitchen to get something to eat. The two bodies still lay on the floor. Each had its own small red pool that had dried at the edges. Sitting at the table, he stared at the wife’s body, dressed in a faded blue dress, crumbled in a heap. What was her name? Lihan had to think for a second. Minia? Before he remembered. No, Millia, that’s what it was. Millia had been nice to him; he didn’t understand why she wasn’t happy that he’d relieved her of her stupid husband. Sighing deeply, he turned back to his breakfast. It’s such a waste of a nice woman.
The bread and blackberry preserves he found in the larder tasted bitter, as if tainted by the death of Millia. It went against all his father explained to him about being good. Lihan sat with his head in his hands, trying to reconcile what his Pa had taught him with what his Zenii demanded of him. After some minutes, he realized he was now part of Harpin’s military. It was time for him to shed his concerns over the deaths of Harpin’s enemies, regardless of whether they were soldiers or citizens. Lihan picked up the bread and jam; this time, it tasted better.
After breakfast, he walked out to the back of the barn, where he formed a cutting face out of the d’sur to dig a wide grave, three-feet deep. He magic’d the bodies together in the kitchen to fly them out to their graves. Rigor mortis had set in, so they were both fixed in their scrunched death positions. He gently laid Millia in the hole on her back, facing the sky. To make her fit, he had to use a d’sur fist to straighten her legs. Lihan dumped the farmer beside her, so he lay on his side facing away from Millia.
“You don’t want to spend eternity staring at the foolish bastard that was your husband,” he said softly. “I’m sorry, but it was my duty,” he added for himself. He pushed the loose dirt over the two bodies.
Once he covered the bodies, Lihan sat on the farmhouse patio to gather his thoughts. It was hard to release the idea that he had been on the cusp of running away with Millia. It had nothing to do with love or infatuation because he felt neither toward her. But he did feel a shared desire to escape an abusive master. Of course, if he had run away with her, he would have had to find a place beyond Quon’s range. Maybe somewhere east of Harpin beyond the spine of Vosj. 
Sighing, he trudged into the kitchen to pick up his gray leather coat. It was time to return to Clovermouth so he could kill the abomination. More than anything, he wanted to get this behind him. Flying away, he didn’t spare a backward glance at the farm.
Lihan flew due south, skirting around Clovermouth to its west. In half a hand, he stood near the cliff top, just south of the village. This time, he walked directly toward Wizard Preem’s parents' house. With any luck, they’d all be hiding there, so he could ambush that Green Wizard. Why did Zenii mislead me about her abilities?
[image: image-placeholder]Knowing where he was going allowed him to approach Market Road from the south. After tying his gray leather coat across his back, he limped up the street, favoring his injured leg. Still, he tried to appear casual. But fear had tied his stomach in knots as he searched for number twenty-four. Glancing around, he hoped no one would challenge him, but he only saw a few people walking around. They stared at him but didn’t ask who he was. It wasn’t like walking around Kefnu, where the people were indifferent to a stranger. Here people took notice of him. He kept his eyes downcast.
Lihan glanced at the green number written on the yellow door of a cottage. Number fourteen, not far now. Staring up the street, he mentally counted down the houses until he reached twenty-four, the pink cottage with red shutters. The fluttering in his stomach worsened; he knew it wouldn’t stop until he engaged the woman who had become his nemesis.
One cottage away, he stopped to think. He couldn’t just walk in; he had to come up from behind her. And I can’t stand here in the street like a love-sick suitor deciding if I’m going to ask a girl to dance. Lihan hurried down the side of the pastel-yellow cottage next to the pink one. Ducking under the windows at the rear of the yellow house, he reached the back of number twenty-four. Here he sat with his back leaning on the wall. It was time to think.
After dithering, he peeked into a window that revealed an empty kitchen. An unlocked door allowed him inside, where he sat on the stone floor with his back to the wall. He’d have to activate his d’dec to find hers. But he changed his mind, deciding to explore physically to listen for any movement. This was the most dangerous part, but at least his stomach flutters had stopped; he was now in the fight. He crept from the kitchen to the corridor leading to the bedrooms. Each room was empty, though they looked like their occupants had recently vacated the cottage.
Finally, he risked a magical search, reaching out his waves through the house to verify she wasn’t there. He swept out further, reaching a half-league. Nothing!
Walking around the drawing room, he found old, bloodied bandages and a pair of woman’s boots; dried blood covered the left boot. He smiled, he hadn’t been sure if he got in his own spearpoints, but now he knew he’d drawn blood too. But Preem’s family wasn’t there. Sitting in a light-blue overstuffed chair, he debated with himself his next move. His wounds left him sore, tempting him to find a place to rest. Then the idea of staying here, hiding in a bedroom, seemed a perfect plan. He could ambush them if they returned or rest for a day if they didn’t come back.
“Hey, you in there. Come out!” a man yelled from outside.
Through a gap in the curtains, Lihan could see the street. Several men stood outside carrying sticks or shovels. Glancing back through the kitchen, he saw a few men standing outside the kitchen door. With escape blocked, he would have to talk or fight his way out. As a wizard, he shouldn’t have trouble dealing with a group of ordinary people. Opening the front door, he stepped outside.
“I was looking for the Forma family. Do you know where they are?” he asked, scanning the faces of the men plus a couple of women. None seemed friendly. “I have a message to give to them.”
“Who from?” a stocky man asked. The dark-haired man could be a blacksmith. He carried a deadly-looking scythe.
“Grand Wizard Preem.” Lihan saw their expressions change from a hard resolve to uncertainty. “He said it was important.”
None of the men put up their weapons, but they did seem to relax a little. “He’s gone north to the capital. I don’t think he’ll be back.”
“That’s the man I saw yesterday. He was asking for Helip.” It was the same young girl from the market yesterday. “He’s the one. The one that’s tried to kill them.”
“I wasn’t here yesterday,” Lihan said. But the tension tightened. He saw a couple of the men drop their sticks to pull out some nasty-looking knives. 
Even the girl reached down to pick a small rock from the side of the road. “It’s him alright. He had that same gray coat tied across his back,” she said.
That sealed the matter for the villagers. The men took a step toward him. “Where’s Preem’s family?” he called out. But the men began closing in on him. “Stay back; else I’ll hurt you!” The men shuffled forward, uncertain but determined not to give up. The rock hit him on the shoulder, knocking him back. Fools!
His split fists instantly appeared as the girl picked up another rock. She was the focus of his anger at being pushed off his plan. Yet another woman was causing him trouble; it was one too many. His broad cutting-edge sliced her throwing arm, right shoulder, and head from her body, leaving a bloody mess on the road.
Two more spearpoints took out the two closest men, giving him enough room to get airborne. “Where’s Preem’s family?” he yelled. The men threw rocks, knives, or anything they could reach. They were giving him little choice, so he killed two more.
Watching from above the rooftops, he saw more men coming from the direction of the village square. Some had bows. If he stayed, he’d have to kill many more. These Otanists were tough people. Rising higher, he sped away toward the north and the anonymity of the forest there. As he flew near the road leading from the north into the village, he spied the chestnut mare still tied to the tree where he’d left her yesterday afternoon. He swerved over to the horse.
He rode due east into the small forest. Once safely in among the trees, he found himself shaking. These people had a tenacity he never expected. He’d killed seven people, including two women, in less than two days. Killing those two women over the winter felt different; this was killing in a war. A soldier would say these events had blooded him, but he felt shaken.
Still, Preem’s family was gone, so he needed to return to Kefnu for new orders. Flying there would expose him to ambush, while riding would take too long. After a moment’s thought, he decided to compromise by riding today. Then he’d fly the rest of the way tomorrow. Hopefully, Zenii would see his wounds and decide he did his best.
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Splitting Hairs


Early in the morning, after the Royal Dinner, Preem sat at the top of the West Tower of the King’s Keep. He felt like a patron hearing a play behind thick curtains. Unable to see anything, he could only listen to discern what was happening behind that curtain. It was frustrating him. Yesterday morning he sensed her conquer the double split, leaving him proud but fearful. Then as he returned from Narbend, he discovered Brodia in a battle with another wizard that had to be the Gray Wizard. After the spearpoints tossed between them, Preem sensed the Gray Wizard flying away with Brodia following. She’d beaten a journeyman wizard! Now he had to get her and his family back to Kefnu. 
The sun was barely clear of the eastern horizon, but he expected Brodia to be on her way. At first, he couldn’t find any d’decs between Clovermouth and Kefnu. He scanned again, sweeping slowly while staying attentive to the slightest variation. Had she found a way to hide her d’dec? Yesterday he tracked the Gray Wizard’s d’dec as Brodia followed him, then the enemy d’dec disappeared, blown out like a candle in a sea storm. In his mind, there was no denying the Harpinian wizards had discovered a technique that gave them an enormous advantage.
Ten leagues east of Clovermouth, he sensed the slightest variation that was easy to miss. It was two d’decs close together. Unlike yesterday’s intense action, this was just a shadow. Yesterday, he could recognize Brodia’s distinctive magic. But this shadow was too faint to know if it was Brodia. Yesterday he’d watched as his beloved used a two-way split to create four d’sur fists and chase the enemy until they mysteriously disappeared. Now, she had found a way to move without revealing herself, returning to Kefnu as he had ordered last evening before the Royal Dinner. But how was she moving so stealthily?
He scanned the area around Clovermouth again; it was quiet. That other wizard had become as dark as a rare moonless night. The enemy could be anywhere, even lying in wait for his family. But Preem doubted that the Gray Wizard was skilled enough to pick out that mere shadow of Brodia’s d’dec. He couldn’t be more impressed or more afraid for her.
The council meeting would begin soon, so he flew to the door to the throne room. Within a minute, he was sitting at the long council table alone. The council ministers drifted in one at a time. Punctually at seven, the king arrived; everyone stood to bow.
Once King Attim sat, Preem sat with the ministers so the meeting could begin. The expulsion of the Count of Broditch last night was pre-arranged with the council, but other steps taken by Preem were not.
“What happened to the count’s footman?” the king asked without preamble. “Our physician checked but found no sign of murder.” The king looked directly at Preem.
“I killed him, your Majesty,” Preem admitted.
“Was that necessary?” King Attim said with a touch of anger in his voice. “You were not to attack the count. We may be on the edge of war with our neighbors, but we will not be the first to break with long-established etiquette.”
“Indeed, sire,” Preem responded. “However, I didn’t kill the count.”
King Attim’s eyes flashed angrily, leaving Preem regretting his casual response. “We seem to remember another time you pushed the very limits of our wishes, Grand Wizard. Are you splitting hairs with us once again?”
Preem picked his words more carefully. “I needed to test the count, sire.” Preem paused, knowing his next words would create a stir among the council members. “He’s Harpin’s Grand Wizard.” Preem heard Minister Fenaton catch his breath.
To his credit, the king was unfazed. “Go on, sir Wizard. What evidence do you have to make this unexpected claim? The count is a cripple.”
“Yes, sire. The count’s eyes look the same as my Zenii’s did, the same as my apprentices.” The ministers nodded in agreement, Fenaton adding that the count’s assistant had this same look to his eyes. “I did not meet the count’s assistant,” Preem said. “Perhaps he’s the other apprentice, the one we call the Gray Wizard. I detected this apprentice on the southern coast yesterday. However, Apprentice Brodia drove him away.” The king asked if she could fly now, and Preem nodded, though he wished he could keep her abilities secret for a few days more.
“What other evidence do you have that the count is the Grand Wizard of Harpin?” the king asked.
“The count’s reactions were inappropriate, sire. Wrong for someone who cannot see magic or does not know magic.” Preem thought back over the events of last night to organize his ideas. “I asked him about being imprisoned in a wheeled chair. He did not deny my assessment as most people would because he isn’t imprisoned. I believe he was afraid to assert his independence in case I suspected him of being a wizard.”
“We don’t see much in that,” the King warned.
“Even stronger, Your Highness, was his reaction to my spearpoints. I saw his finger twitch as I sent the first one at his footman. And then ... he didn’t turn to see what I did because his eyes remained locked on my second spearpoint; the one I held in front of him, the one he could not defend. The count stared at his death; I saw it in his eyes.”
“We remember him not turning. We thought it was strange,” the King said. “But we saw no mastyon. How does he do his magic?”
“I cannot be certain, but I believe his mastyon is his riding crop. For this reason, I asked for it, and the count was reluctant to give it to me.”
“We remember you once saying that you can ‘see’ a wizard’s stone,” the king said. “Can you not find the count’s magical source?”
“Indeed, sire. I have examined it but cannot find the stone in it. But the count had it with him at all times.” Preem paused before adding the realization he’d denied even to himself. “I believe the enemy has found a way to hide their wizard’s stones from my search, sire.”
His statement brought hushed comments from the ministers. Finally, the king retook command of the discussion. “So, they can find us, but we are blind?” Preem nodded his agreement. “Well, this changes the situation. The fourth kingdom no longer holds the magical advantage.” Preem admired the king’s strong voice as he quickly adapted to the new situation. Still, Preem couldn’t shake the feeling that he had failed his liege lord. King Attim asked Preem, “The count expects his riding crop back today. Do we return it?”
Preem shook his head. “I would not recommend it, sire.”
“Agreed,” the king said with authority before adding more conversationally. “Next time, sir Wizard, we would appreciate some warning if you plan to kill anyone at one of our dinners.”
“Of course, sire. It was only when I saw his eyes, and he answered my question wrong, that I decided to trap him into showing he was Harpin’s grand wizard and taking away what may be his source of power.”
King Attim pondered briefly before saying, “We approve of your removing the wolf’s fangs, Wizard Preem.”
“Thank you, sire. Though I fear I have only declawed a bear.”
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“It worked well yesterday, sire,” Fenaton responded. “It would be easy for Harpin to send more soldiers as they seek to weaken the capital.” The minister paused, adding, “It is a new form of warfare, but one we can match.”
King Attim asked Preem if he could fly more soldiers whenever needed. As the general said, it seemed an easy solution, but Preem had concerns. “It would weaken my ability to protect you or your family, sire.”
“You have sheared the count,” King Attim countered.
“Possibly, sire. I am not confident that I have permanently clipped his wings. I would expect him to have some more moves he can use.” Preem paused briefly. “If we repeat the trick from yesterday, he will surely be better prepared to counter it.”
“Agreed. What about your apprentice? Is she flying back to Kefnu with your second apprentice?” Preem reluctantly nodded. “And your family, your wonderful parents, is Apprentice Brodia flying them to Kefnu?”
Preem knew he was trapped, so he said, “She is flying my parents with my sister’s family to Kefnu, sire. However, she is inexperienced, which makes her slow.”
“Come, come, sir Wizard,” King Attim began. A broad smile filled his face. “Once you defended her to us. Now it seems we must extoll her virtues despite your reluctance. Last year, she killed the Western Strangler, an apprentice wizard. This spring, she saved our daughter from Harpin troops sent to kidnap Princess Foliana. And our kingdom is still awash with stories that the Green Wizard killed Arrox and a black bull determined to gore her.”
Preem smiled inwardly at the list of Brodia’s accomplishments. “Sire, we could consider letting Brodia fly soldiers to nearby villages, making it hard for Harpin to attack without committing a larger force.”
“When will Apprentice Brodia be available to take our men to the villages?” Fenaton asked.
“She is flying now with my family, so I expect her before this evening,” Preem said. Then thinking aloud, he added, “Though she may not arrive back until tomorrow. She is new to this experience and must learn how to find her way.”
The general appeared agitated at Preem’s frankness. “I would be risking my men on a girl’s ability to find her way across the land we all grew up in.” The general turned his attention to the king. “Sire, I would not want to condemn my men to become lost in some remote forest.”
“We have flown with our grand wizard. The land looks very different from an eagle's perspective, General. We have trust that Wizard Preem will guide Apprentice Brodia in how to find her way as an eagle does.” King Attim glanced at Preem, who nodded his understanding.
“She will learn to follow rivers or roads, General. She can carry four men at least, so they can harry any Harpin soldiers. The enemy is unsure of her abilities, so they will misjudge our response,” Preem added, praying to Fortidad that the enemy would miss her quest entirely. 
When the king asked the general’s opinion, he replied, “It is a good approach, sire. It limits the soldiers we send from the capital while making it hard for Harpin to pillage our villages.”
The Chancellor, Lord Plov, concurred too. So the king confirmed it as part of the official war plans. Then turning to Preem, he added. “Wizard Preem, if you would excuse us, we have some rather boring matters about the realm’s finances to discuss.”
“Sire.” Preem picked up his mastyon before stepping out of the room.
Back at the top of the West Tower, he sat cross-legged, leaning his back on the north rampart. Holding the count’s riding crop, he sent his waves across the entire artifact. Once more, he failed to detect any hint of a wizard’s stone. Could the Count’s d’dec be part of his wheeled chair?
As he pondered the problem, a light misty rain began to fall. He hunkered down, refusing to give up his favorite vantage point. Turning his attention to the south, he tracked Brodia’s progress with his family. Just north of Otanmouth, he found her d’dec, much clearer now. She was following the Otan River. He smiled; it was a good plan for a novice flyer, one he had used several times when he first took to the air. The general was entirely wrong about her intelligence.
Preem swung his scan back to the west, hoping to find the mysterious enemy d’dec. When he found it, the interference was apparent, the enemy was in Clovermouth, and he could do nothing. Sensing the spearpoints radiating from the single source, Preem’s anger rose.
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Flying Witch


Brodia eased her lifting hand through the cutting with its cold early-morning shadows. She worried it was too cold for Narini sitting in Preem’s old brown leather coat on her left. Janu sat on her right, looking down as if the steps were going to attack them. Roon sat with little Sarn at the front so Roon could maintain a shield to stop some of the wind. She moved slowly, still uncertain with so many lives in her hands. 
At the bottom of the cutting, Brodia swerved left to skirt along the beach toward Otanmouth. By staying below the cliff’s top, she hoped to reduce the chance of being seen by the Gray Wizard. What she hadn’t planned for was the lack of anchor points for her gripping fists. She would have to stay near the cliff to use the rocks to pull them along.
Brodia moved her platform slowly, afraid of losing control or missing a gripping fist anchor. Fighting the Gray Wizard or Yarin hadn’t been this scary. The unexpected touch of Janu’s hand on her arm eased her tension. Janu said she was proud of Brodia, a woman wizard flying. Brodia wondered if she was the first woman to do this. The picture of the earliest defenders from Ash’tin came to mind. How long were the first wizards women, and did any of them learn to fly?
Swinging around the rocky promontory that closed off Clovermouth’s small bay, she rose a little to stay clear of the sea spray. Roon glanced back at her as if pleading for her to go lower to pass through the spray.
“Forget it, Squirt,” she mumbled. Her eyes improved at picking out the rocks to use as her next anchor. Soon she was selecting larger objects further away.
As her confidence grew, so did her speed. She reached out to the rocks and estimated she was covering five leagues in a hand of time. She’d have to go faster if she wanted to reach Kefnu before dinner, but this was fast enough for now. She had to assume Zenii was in the capital, at least until she was close enough to verify.
The trip along the beach wasn’t straight as the coast shifted in and out. At first, she had to hug the cliff face. But after a hand of flying, she was confident enough to reach out to any trees she saw on the next promontory before pulling hard for that landmark, flying over the waves that rolled twenty feet under them. Her speed grew, making Roon’s shield critical for keeping the worst of the wind off her passengers.
Rounding one peninsular, she saw five fishing boats sailing to their fishing fields. As they passed over them, she saw several sailors pointing at them. She wondered if they thought she was their day's good or bad omen. Janu waved back at them. For a moment, it felt like they were playing a game called wizards in flight.
Two hands east of Clovermouth, the cliffs diminished until she could see across the forests and farmland again. Brodia increased her speed using the trees far ahead. Now she estimated her rate at ten leagues in each hand. After what seemed like another hand, she saw a major town ahead. This must be Otanmouth, an important town for the sea merchants. Seafaring ships milled around the mouth of the Otan River that was half a league wide here. She was tired, reducing her speed to avoid any mistakes.
Brodia cut the corner, passing inland of Otanmouth until she reached the Otan River. She missed a tree when her gripping fist clamped on its leaves rather than its trunk. The lifting hand wobbled, forcing Brodia to stop to bring it back under her control.
“You must be exhausted,” Janu said beside her. “We should stop to have something to eat.” But Brodia wanted to push on, determined to reach Kefnu today. “My Ma needs food, even if you don’t,” Janu added softly.
Brodia landed beside the River Otan’s embankment. Her legs were shaking, and she realized how right Janu was for making her stop. As she sat halfway down the embankment, Janu removed the boot on her injured foot. The bandage was bloody but not soaked. It felt good to let the air cool her foot.
“Thank you for making me stop,” she said to Janu, who was checking her other wounds by peeking under her shirt.
“You lost blood yesterday. If you push too hard, we could all die.” Janu finished her inspection and sat beside Brodia. “Believe me when I say I want to get to Kefnu as quickly as possible, but we must also be sensible rather than man-stubborn.”
Brodia smiled at her words. After eating some dried meat, she leaned back to close her eyes as the overhead sun warmed her body. The birds chirping in the trees, coupled with the soft gurgle of the river, sent her to sleep.
She woke to a gentle shake by Janu. “Brodia, wake up. How do you feel?”
Assuring them that she was much stronger, Brodia formed her lifting hand. They took their preferred positions, with Janu sitting crosslegged beside her. She followed the Otan River to the north. Keeping to the edge of the slow-moving river, she found abundant anchor points and began moving faster. She relaxed a little, taking the time to check on her passengers. To her left, Narini sat with Helip; she saw them whispering together as she flew fifty feet above the river’s embankment. On her right, Tarin sat behind Janu. In front of her, little Sarn sat on Roon’s lap, pointing at every new sight, especially the merchant brigs she passed sailing along the river.
Three hands north of Otanmouth, Brodia’s energy began to sag again. She had to go slower or risk making a mistake. 
Roon glanced back when he sensed the speed drop. “Are you alright?” he asked. She told him she was getting tired. “I picked this from an orchard near the river,” he said as he gave her an apple. “It’s sour.”
She thanked him. The crisp apple tasted good, giving her new energy. As usual, she ate the entire apple, core, seeds, and all but the wood-like stem, which she flicked to one side. Once finished, she began pulling harder along the western edge of the Otan River.
“Squirt, do you have another?” she asked Roon. He offered her another apple. “Thanks.” The dark-green apple disappeared in just a few bites.
The western sun was low, almost touching the distant horizon. Brodia was close to the end of her energy. Still, she wanted to fly on, now skimming over the top of the embankment in case she lost control. When Roon spotted some buildings, she gratefully slowed.
“It must be Bigbend,” Janu said. “We can stay the night.”
The thought that she could finally stop snatched away the last of Brodia’s energy. She tried to land smoothly but made a mess of it. Brodia landed hard, spilling Roon onto the grass with little Sarn.
The town of Bigbend was nearby, but Brodia’s strength was gone. She tried placing one foot in front of the next but sagged to the ground. The next second, Tarin picked her up in his arms, and they moved on to the town.
Brodia remembered very little of that night. In fact, her only memories were of drinking red wine and Janu pushing Roon out of the room before she undressed Brodia for bed.
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Hiding


The darkness of the forest surprised Lihan. The deeper he went on the chestnut mare, the more impenetrable the woods became. He knew little about Otanic’s geography south of the capital. Tomorrow would be a new day, requiring a new decision. But today, he planned to ride away from humanity, keeping his d’dec silent so Zenii couldn’t track him. He could have taken the coastal road from Clovermouth, but that meant meeting people. 
The trees were close together while the ground was covered with undergrowth and vines fighting for sunlight to grow. Lihan rode around the obstructions, using the shadows to determine his orientation to a mostly hidden sun. In the end, it mattered not if he was going the best way, just so long as he went deeper into the forest.
Several times he heard the distant calls of wolves or bears. Ganu’s ears would perk up at these sounds, but they were far enough away that the horse didn’t show much concern. It was late morning, with the sun almost overhead, when Lihan chanced upon a clearing in the forest. It was an elongated oval of tall grass, and Lihan wondered why the ancient trees had never filled this void. It was nice to feel the sun’s warmth on his face, so he removed his hat as he crossed the glade with grass that reached his stirrups.
In the center of the clearing, he crossed a small stream. Soon he was back in the forest’s shadows that cooled the air. In Harpin, the people would tame such a forest. The fourth realm was backward in more ways than one, which justified Harpin’s right to rule this kingdom. Soon Harpin will govern again after centuries of Otanic’s resistance through its exclusive access to magic.
During the afternoon, Lihan rode through two more clearings. One of which almost stretched to the horizon, tempting him to fly to see if there were any signs of human occupation. However, he didn’t want to meet anyone or give away his location. So, he rode across the expansive clearing that had two streams crossing it.
When the sun was a couple of hands from setting behind him, Lihan started looking for a place to camp for the night. He saw a lightening through the trees ahead; soon, his horse stepped into another clearing. This one was shaped like a broad scythe as it curved to his right. More interestingly, he saw a structure on the far side, near the start of the forest. The grass came halfway up Ganu’s legs, offering little cover for Lihan. He dismounted to walk the horse toward the structure.
As he approached, he saw it was a simple cabin made from logs stacked on each other. It had a roof that sloped toward him. He was coming to the structure from its back, where he saw only one window cut into the log side. Closer in, he saw that part of the roof had collapsed. The cabin was probably deserted, an idea borne out by the length of the grass around the structure.
Still, Lihan approached the log cabin cautiously. Peering through a gap in the shuttered window, he saw crude furniture, a table, two chairs, and what could once have been a cot. There was a fire pit in the center of the single-room cabin.
Lihan led Ganu around to the front. The leather straps of the door’s hinges were rotten, leaving the door leaning at a precarious angle. Inside the hut, the air was musty but not unpleasant. A quick search did not reveal any bones from the previous occupant. Whatever happened to them did not occur here. So Lihan decided to stay in the cabin for the night. He tied Ganu to a half-rotted chopping block, taking the time to unsaddle the horse. Next, he cleared a corner of the cabin, under an intact part of the roof, to lay his blanket.
Lastly, he used wood from the furniture to make a fire. It had been a tiring day, and his injuries weakened him further. So, he used magic to break apart the furniture to fill the small fire pit.
The fire pit was ready to light when the small cylindrical wooden box dropped from the sky onto the cabin’s dirt floor. It sent a chill through Lihan’s body. The count had found him in just those few minutes. It was a stark reminder of why it would be fatal to hide from his Zenii.
It was too dark to read the message, so Lihan started the fire. Then, unrolling the small piece of stiff paper, he read…
Don’t keep your d’dec dark. Go now to Bigbend on the Otan River. The bitch is there with the crusher’s family. Ambush them, keep the mother.
Lihan casually tossed the message with its box into the flames. He would eat first, waiting for the still of the night. Only then would he head north to follow his Zenii’s command.
He ate slowly, watching the flames dance in the small fire. More than anything else, he wanted to be rid of this nightmare. No matter how often he told himself he was a soldier, his heart said he was something else. After eating, he rested on his blanket, waiting for the Time Star to appear through the gap in the broken roof. He closed his eyes, hoping for sleep, but his mind wouldn’t allow it, churning with thoughts about Zenii setting him up as bait to draw the Bone Crusher into a trap.
When the Time Star did appear in the gap, Lihan continued to dither. He kept his d’dec snuffed out, so Zenii couldn’t send a message to hurry. Finally, he eased his sore body upright. After rolling his blanket, he stepped outside to let the mare go. A sharp slap on her rump got her walking away from the cabin. “Keep away from the wolves,” he said as she disappeared into the darkness.
Lihan used his lifting hand to move slowly toward the Time Star, continuing for a couple of hands until he reached the wide Otan River. Now he turned left to follow the river to the town of Bigbend. With fewer trees to use as anchor points, Lihan slowed down. The Time Star was well past its zenith when Lihan noticed the pinpricks of light ahead. He was nearing a town with constant night activity like a city. It could only be a port city like Bigbend. He dropped until he skimmed the water, passing two ships tied to the unloading docks by the river.
Once past Bigbend, Lihan returned to the land before stopping by a grove of trees. He would hide here to wait for the Bitch Witch to pass in the morning. Then he’d kill her along with the others. One of his decisions was to kill them all; he could dump Preem’s family into the river to drown. No one will know. All the plan required was Preem’s belief that his mother still lived, captive of Harpin. And not having to contend with any more of those crazy people from Clovermouth suited him just fine.
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The Quilt


When Brodia woke at first light, she found the room empty.  Squirt had better have breakfast prepared, she thought. When she got to the tavern’s bar, she found Roon sitting at a table with their breakfast waiting on the table. After she sat, the innkeeper’s wife brought her a mug of steaming tea.
Brodia smiled at her friend. “You did good, Squirt.” He smiled back before they began eating. “How does your leg feel?” she asked.
He said the pain throbbed, but it wouldn’t stop him. She told him that her foot hurt worse than her other injuries. She’d be limping for the next few days. However, the damage was more serious when Yarin wounded her in Lowmouth last year. As they discussed their injuries and leaving for Kefnu, little Sarn ran over to them. He wanted to play.
“Eat first,” Roon said, signaling the innkeeper’s wife to bring more food. “Today isn’t a day for play,” Roon added. Brodia had never heard Roon sound so adult. Though little Sarn pouted, Roon didn’t give in, telling him to sit and have breakfast.
Little Sarn finished eating before his parents arrived, followed shortly by Preem’s parents. The family group filled two tables. They were the only patrons in the tavern with the sun now a couple of hands above the eastern horizon.
Brodia limped to the bar to ask the tall, thin innkeeper his name. He said it was Limig. Then she asked how far it was to Kefnu.
“Fifty leagues, ma’am,” Limig replied. “About a week on horseback or a fortnight by foot.” Then he leaned closer to whisper, “My wife thinks you’re the Green Wizard; is she right?”
Brodia nodded. “I expect to be in Kefnu later today.”
“Incredible,” he said softly. “The king passed through here early yesterday. He was traveling with Wizard Preem. I heard they left suddenly, though I didn’t see this myself.” Brodia was unaware that Zenii stopped in Bigbend; it was as if she was shadowing his route home. Limig continued, “The king with the grand wizard yesterday, rushing away. Now you come through, hobbling from wounds. Is something afoot with the first kingdom?”
Brodia liked how Limig treated her with respect. However, she couldn’t tell him Harpin’s wizards were already in Otanic. Instead, she replied, “I shouldn’t say too much, but yes, Harpin are rattling their swords, so we’re getting ready in case they do more than dance on the other side of the border.”
Back at the table with Preem’s family, Brodia’s neck began itching, a sign she should be doing something different. Unsure what it meant, she signaled for Janu to join her at a separate table.
“We should get ready to leave. We’ll not be safe until we get to Kefnu,” Brodia said as soon as Janu joined her at the table.
“Do you feel that Gray Wizard is near?” Janu asked. But Brodia assured her she couldn’t feel him. Brodia added that the back of her neck itched. It was a sure sign something was wrong. Janu had a broad grin when she said, “An itch? Do we have to leave because of an itch? My Ma said she’d like to do some shopping, and there’s something I’d like to get before we fly again. Can your itch wait?”
Janu’s sarcastic words frustrated Brodia, who tugged on her ear. “Your brother gets the same itch, Janu. It has saved us many times,” she snapped. “We’ve learned not to ignore it.” Janu nodded her understanding, apologizing for doubting Brodia or her itch. “I guess we can wait for another hand while your mother shops. But we should leave soon,” Brodia said. “I will visit the elder while you go to the market. Roon can stay with you to offer some protection.”
Brodia remained frustrated by Janu’s flippant reaction to her concerns as she knocked on the elder’s door with her branch-wand. She made a mental note not to mention her itch again to anyone except Zenii. The elder’s housemaid guided her to the elder’s drawing room, where she sat on a sofa to wait for the elder.
Bigbend’s elder introduced himself as Matan as Brodia stood to offer her hand. The man was half a head taller than Preem and wore dark brown pants with a doublet.
“What can I do for you?” Elder Matan asked, not bothering with her honorific title. “I was informed that you arrived last night.” He paused. “I assume you are trying to catch up to the king.”
“I am flying Wizard Preem’s family to meet him in the capital.” She wanted to add that she wasn’t catching up to anyone but had left after stopping Harpin’s apprentice in Clovermouth. But that was a state secret. She covered her anger at the elder’s dismissive treatment by saying, “Was the king well when you saw him yesterday? Did they have to leave quickly?”
“I can say they were well, miss.”
Curious at the source of the urgency, Brodia wondered if Preem had the same itch yesterday. Was there something dangerous about Bigbend? When she asked if anything was different over the last week, he said nothing had changed except the king’s visit.
Brodia bid her farewells, not wanting to spend more time with the rude elder. She sat outside on a bench in the town square, tracking Roon as he escorted Preem’s family. She checked the sun; she would give them no more than another hand of sunlight before collecting them.
As she sat on the bench, letting the sun warm her face, Brodia spied a group of men dressed in pale yellow smocks enter the square from the harbor area. Damn Daffodils, she thought. Like the Harpinians, the members of the Brotherhood Against Wizardry were her enemy. But unlike the people from Harpin, these men had no redeeming qualities. Twice they tried to burn her alive, each time she ensured they rued the day they tried. Then she smiled as she remembered her word for a group of Daffodils.
They must have seen her because the six men changed direction to walk to where she sat.
“What brings you to Bigbend, Abomination?” the leader asked.
“Sunlight,” she replied impishly. “Surely even a bunch of Daffodils need the sun to grow strong.”
The leader’s face twisted in a snarl. “You should be careful, bitch. Else we’ll take you now for a noisy roasting.”
“I don’t have to fear you any longer. If you want to dance, we can do it right here.” She formed a shield, ready for any sneak attack. “But if we dance, be prepared to have sore backsides for a few days. Because I’ll dump you on them so hard, you’ll remember me for the rest of your lives.” With her newfound strength, she no longer feared these men.
The leader huffed before leading his men behind her. She moved her shield to cover her back. Instead of watching them leave, she went back to sunning herself. 
When Preem’s family returned from the market, Helip carried a large quilt for a bed. They would lay it on her flying platform so they couldn’t see the ground passing underneath them. Roon had a small present for her. He held a wooden pendant carved in the shape of a flying eagle. It was strung on a thin leather cord.
“I thought it would show that you can now soar over the land like an eagle,” he said. She thanked him for the sweet present and put it around her neck.
Brodia organized them for the flight north, laying the quilt on her lifting hand. She soon realized she would have to make adjustments since she couldn’t see below her platform to hold it up. So, she used her gripping fists for flying to stabilize the platform. However, that also meant she had the fourth d’sur fist free for any other purpose.
[image: image-placeholder]After leaving Bigbend, Brodia steadily increased how hard she pulled on her gripping fist to fly the platform. It took her several minutes to adjust her technique for the quilt blocking her view. Now she used one gripping fist on a tree to pull herself forward, making sure she passed that tree to the side so she could use it to keep the quilted platform level. As that anchor tree approached, she selected a second tree, much further ahead, as her next anchor.
By the time she was a league north of Bigbend, she was in a rhythm that allowed her to pass ten leagues in a hand. Suddenly, she sensed magic from below. The quilt blocked her view. Still, she dodged the platform toward the river.
Four spearpoints cut through the quilt. One nicked her leg, while another cut through Tarin’s left arm. He cried out in surprise as she switched the platform back to her left.
“Make a shield behind us,” she called out to Roon as she forced the platform to rise. The months of hard training saved Preem’s apprentices from the initial attack. The quilt helped too. Though it hid the enemy from Brodia, it also made the enemy’s spearpoints blind.
Roon told her that his shield blocked two more spearpoints. Without Roon’s shield against the wind, the air swept across her lifting hand, threatening to lift the quilt. She was blind to the enemy’s location. Glancing across the river, she latched onto a large tree on the river bank.
“Everyone lie down,” she yelled. Brodia pulled hard for that tree, sending them across the river in scant seconds. The enemy would have to fly across if they wanted to attack again. 
From the other side, she hovered beside her anchor tree, watching for any movement. A silhouette rose from the other side and rushed across the river straight at her. She told Roon to send a spearpoint at the figure while she did the same. The pursuer slowed but avoided the strikes.
Brodia flew north along the river’s eastern bank. The pursuer turned to cut across the gap, closing on her. Ahead, she hooked onto a tree in the distance pulling hard to stretch out her lead slightly. Roon continued to send spearpoints at the pursuer, forcing him to protect himself. For now, he had no spare d’sur fists to attack them. Brodia concentrated on her flying, trusting Roon to keep the man busy.
The further she reached ahead, the faster she could fly. The strength of the wind blowing over them was her best indication of how fast she flew. But the effort was beginning to drain what remained of her energy. It was time to get crazy again, as she held her branch-wand away from her head for power.
The sun had traversed a hand of the sky by the time she finally slowed. Roon said earlier that the man was too far back to see. Beside her, Janu had wrapped Tarin’s arm to stop the bleeding. Brodia felt the stickiness of her leg where the spearpoint cut it.
Another hand passed, leaving Brodia on the verge of unconsciousness. But she refused to give in or slow down. Then she felt a triple pulse through her d’dec. Preem was calling for her, but was it just a confirmation or a request to go faster? She had nothing left to go faster, so she continued at the same speed. The trees ahead were becoming harder to see, forcing her to slow down.
Soon after slowing, she felt a double ripple through her d’dec. Preem was coming. Only, instead of him appearing, a gripping fist latched onto her lifting hand. They were moving faster again. How does he do that? All she had to do was stay awake to maintain the platform’s balance.
Brodia used her spare d’sur fist to form a warm cocoon around Preem’s parents, similar to the one Preem had used a year ago at the entrance to the Valley of Towers. On they flew for a hand, the lifting hand no longer slavishly followed the river; now it cut corners. No doubt this was the direct route to the city.
Finally, Brodia saw the outline of the city walls. Preem pulled her lifting hand toward the West Gate. By now, a light misty rain was falling. She could have shielded Preem’s parents from the light rain but knew she needed it to keep herself awake. They swept past the West Gate below the top of the ramparts.
Soon, they turned right as her lifting hand passed over the Palace ramparts. In front of her, she saw her Zenii. He was an intimidating sight in his tall wizard’s hat, purple-striped leather coat, and seven-foot mastyon. Beside him, Brodia saw a few poppy-red guards.
Brodia smiled as Preem stepped forward to check on his parents. “Welcome to the King’s Keep,” he said to his parents as they slowly stepped off the lifting hand. “Come inside quickly to get out of this rain and to warm up.”
As the guards escorted Preem’s family, she thought about following, even though she was so weak she could hardly move. Then she realized she was being foolishly proud again.
“I’ve lost much blood,” she said softly to Zenii. “I will collapse soon.”
In a second, she felt his cocoon surround her, picking her up. Somewhere before she reached a bed, she lost consciousness.




[image: image-placeholder]







Journeyman







[image: image-placeholder]
thirty-five







 Recovery


Preem followed the middle-aged man wearing a palace servant's red and yellow checkered uniform. Moments before, the royal physician had told him to leave Brodia to his ministrations. As he walked along, Preem reflected that everyone followed a doctor’s order. Even King Attim would be a fool to disagree with them. So, here was Otanic’s grand wizard, expelled from his apprentice’s room as the doctor tended to her wounds. 
The servant soon led him beyond the plush areas where the nobles had private quarters and into the areas reserved for lesser visitors. People like Preem’s family.
Outside a door with a tankard painted yellow on it, the servant stopped.
“In here, sir Wizard,” the servant said, sotto voce.
Preem nodded his thanks before opening the door. Inside, he found a long table covered in white linen with four candlesticks to give light. The table had several serving dishes with some food. However, his family had already taken most of the food. Along the wall opposite the table, his father sat with his mother, who seemed in shock. Janu sat with Tarin, with his arm wrapped in a dirty white bandage. Janu stared at Preem as if unsure who he was.
Apprentice Roon stood at the table, picking food to put on his plate. Little Sarn was at his side. The six-year-old was the only person at ease in this room. When Preem entered, Roon put the plate on the table before returning to his seat.
“Eat, master Roon,” Preem said. “I must speak with my parents first.” Preem squatted beside his mother, who smiled as she asked where this room was. Preem told her it was in the Palace of Kefnu, but she didn’t believe him.
“I’m sorry I didn’t trust you,” his father said, standing up. “They attacked us twice. It was only by the luck of the Gods that we survived. I cannot comprehend why the enemy cares about us.”
“The Harpinians don’t care for anyone living in Otanic,” Preem responded, deciding not to explain that it was Brodia who saved them, not the Gods. “But now you’re safe. I will find a permanent place for you to stay.” He paused, uncertain if he should say any more. But his family deserved to know all the details about their home village. “The Gray Wizard returned to Clovermouth. I saw his magical spearpoints. I fear that he killed several innocent people. They are among the first victims of this war, though not the last.”
His father took the news badly, sitting down hard as he shook his head.
His mother asked again where they were but again didn’t believe his response. Pa shook his head at Preem to tell him not to bother explaining it. She was still wearing his old brown-leather coat. Then, as if suddenly realizing it, she stood to take it off. “Here, dear. It was cold before, but I’m warmer now.”
Preem thanked her as he put the coat over his arm. Soon, he would have a use for it.
Sitting beside his mother were Tarin and Janu. His sister watched him closely as if waiting for her turn to speak. Preem could see her pent-up anger, ready to unleash on him. Tarin was a stranger to Preem, leaving him unsure of his reactions. Still, he asked how bad his injury was. He replied that it wasn’t much.
“Why didn’t you come back for us?” Janu asked sharply. “We needed you; our parents needed you.” Her words surprised him. As he struggled to find the words to mollify her, she added, “But after ten years of acting like we never existed, you come back to bring evil on us before running away.”
“We’re at war,” Preem said as he gathered his thoughts. “The enemy wanted to use you to get at me. They wanted to stop me from defending the realm.” As Preem spoke, Tarin reached out to grip Janu’s arm as if to say it was alright. But Janu shook off her husband’s appeasement. Preem continued to say, “I left my apprentices to protect you.”
“Apprentices!” she almost screamed. “The enemy sends a wizard, so you gave us apprentices.” Janu’s voice dropped as she added, “What about little Sarn or the baby? You abandoned us.”
Preem understood her anger. However, this war would bring many innocent deaths that he could not stop. “I did what I could,” he said, his voice getting stronger as he realized the limitations they would all have to live under. “You should direct your anger toward Harpin, not those who love you and will do whatever they can to protect you. But you should know that my powers remain limited, so my first duty must always be toward my realm.”
“You abandoned us,” Janu repeated, though her voice carried less conviction.
Preem wanted to explain that he couldn’t return to Clovermouth because Harpin’s grand wizard waited in Kefnu for such a mistake. He couldn’t reveal Otanic’s weakness even to his own family. Instead, he said, “I didn’t abandon you. I left my apprentices; it was all I could do.”
Preem moved from his sister to his second apprentice, who sat hang-dog after hearing the exchange between Janu and his Zenii.
“How is Brodia?” Roon asked before Preem could say anything.
“She has lost much blood. But the surgeon has tended to her worst injuries. She is recovering now in the two towers room.” Preem paused, thinking how appreciative he was of his apprentices who, despite the enemy’s plans, managed to bring his family over a hundred leagues to the greater safety of the city. “Her power has grown significantly since I left you by the coast.”
“She pulled out a tree,” Roon said. Then he looked unsure, as if he’d given away a secret.
Preem acted as if he hadn’t heard; instead, he asked, “Can you tell me what happened in Clovermouth?”
Roon described a sudden attack in Janu’s cottage. How the Gray Wizard threw spearpoints as Brodia fought him with a table and her own spearpoints. Finally, the Gray Wizard ran away as Brodia chased him. “It was then that she got a spearpoint through her foot,” Roon concluded.
“And what about you, master Roon? What did you do during this battle?”
“I held a shield to protect little Sarn –”
“He did more than that,” Janu interrupted. “He distracted the wizard despite getting a nasty cut on his leg. Brodia said his distracting the wizard allowed her to beat him.” Janu paused. “It was close. We were almost all killed.”
Preem ignored his sister’s attempt to pull him back into her argument. “You got bloodied, master Roon. Now you know you have some mettle in you. I couldn’t be prouder.” Preem was pleased to see his apprentice’s face light up. “I trust you’re brave enough to let the surgeon look at your leg.”
“Janu sewed my cut,” Roon said. “And your Ma gave me new trousers. I think they were yours once.”
Preem looked at Roon’s pants; he didn’t recognize them. Then he picked up the quilt, putting his fingers through the small holes in the fabric. “Describe what happened outside Bigbend this morning.”
Roon gave a short description of the encounter. This time Janu didn’t interrupt, though Preem learned that the spearpoints injured Tarin in this brief exchange. The strange news for Preem was Roon’s description of Brodia flying across the Otan River to escape the Gray Wizard. “I was Brodia’s backdoor man,” Roon said proudly at the end. “I made sure no one can attack from behind her.”
“That’s good,” Preem said. “However, there will be times when you fight alone or independently. In battle, it is important to be flexible and to fight with an attitude of crazy madness, even as you keep your mind calm.” Roon nodded his head. “For a first battle, you did well, making your Zenii honored to have you on their team.”
[image: image-placeholder]Preem draped his old leather coat over the back of a chair in the drawing room of the two towers room. The fire in the hearth was blazing out heat to ward off the typical coolness of the palace. Brodia was in the righthand bedroom. He cracked open the door to see if the surgeon had finished tending to her. Brodia was alone, so he slipped in.
She lay asleep on her back with only her head outside the blankets. Her pale face snatched at his heart. She looked so serene and yet so fragile. Pulling over the room’s only chair, he sat near her head, watching her calm breathing. At these times, he could allow his feeling to run free. He couldn’t hold her hand, so he rested his hand on her arm under the blanket as he said a short prayer to Amira to protect his love.
After a few minutes, he left the room to sit beside the fire. In his mind, he played through Roon’s description of the attacks. The Gray Wizard was a journeyman wizard. Given that he was flying a year ago, he had been at that level for at least a year. Preem shook his head as he watched the dancing flames in the fireplace. The Gray Wizard should be too strong for Brodia, yet she prevailed in the battle. Of course, he should just be grateful, but he needed to know how she won, as it would reveal a weakness in the enemy or a tactic they could use again.
The other obvious realization was that Brodia deserved to be a journeyman wizard. However, that role would mean the war council could assign her to battles far from his ability to protect her. Am I right to hold her back? he thought, looking at the half-open door to her room. 
Preem knew his concerns over her independence were foolish. She flew his family to Kefnu despite the attempts of the enemy to kill them all. Janu must have known Brodia was out-matched, which was the impetus for her anger at him. Then he thought of another reason for delaying her promotion, helping him accept this was the right decision for the realm and himself.
Another enigma was her decision to cross the river, which was wide near Bigbend. She was exposed to attacks, with no choice except to complete the trip to the far bank. It was equivalent to charging across an open field against archers hiding in the trees on the other side.
Brodia’s call from the bedroom pulled Preem out of his reverie. “Zenii,” is all she said, once, then twice. But it had him stepping into the room. She still looked pale.
“I’m here,” he replied unnecessarily. “Are you thirsty?” Brodia shook her head as she relaxed her head deep into the pillow. Preem sat in the chair to watch her. Glancing down, he saw her boots; he couldn’t recall her wearing such enormous things. When they first met, he remembered her feet as dainty. But a year of walking had calloused them but surely not made them gigantic. “Nice boots,” he said.
“They’re Tarin’s. Mine were too small.” Her voice was soft, uncertain. The loss of blood affected her. Just as he decided to leave his questions until later, she asked, “I got your family home. Yet I see many questions on your face.”
“You defeated the Gray Wizard. I need to understand how. Are the enemy weak, unprepared, or were we lucky?”
“The Gray Wizard’s a weak man,” she replied slowly. “I took advantage of his cowardice.”
“You flew across the river when he ambushed you in Bigbend. It’s a dangerous move, exposing you to attacks from behind when you’re most vulnerable.”
“Roon had my back,” she replied, pausing as she took three deep breaths. “I knew he would have to run or risk crossing once I was across. And I would only need two d’sur fists for my platform, so I could fire two spearpoints to his one.” Brodia stopped as she rubbed her forehead with her hand. “Did I do wrong?”
“No.” Preem took her hand as he tried to stop his eyes from watering. “No, you did well. Now we know more about our enemy.”
“In Bigbend, the elder said you left suddenly; was something wrong?” she asked. Preem described how he sensed powerful magic here in Kefnu along with his suspicions about the Count of Broditch. Brodia listened quietly, taking in the news that the enemy could hide their d’decs with a calm acceptance. Once he finished, she said, “I’ll be ready tomorrow.”
Preem glanced at her. He wanted to tell her not to be silly because she needed time to recover. But all he said was, “You’ve lost too much blood.”
“You can’t leave the king undefended,” she said, quickly reaching the same conclusion as him. “So, I must move any troops next time?” She paused before adding curtly, “You can’t protect me; we’re at war.”
“I’m not,” he said, knowing it was a lie. Frustration welled up as Brodia found the main issue. She could read his feelings with ease. Outside the city, the Gray Wizard lurked, ready to attack any movements in the farmlands. The only positive was the Gray Wizard couldn’t move fast without revealing himself. However, Brodia would fight him if he denied her a chance to work tomorrow, so he compromised. “You must rest. Tomorrow we will see how much stronger you are.”
Brodia accepted this. She asked how Tarin was recovering and about Roon’s injuries. Preem said they were doing fine. He mentioned Janu’s anger, claiming he had abandoned her. He told this to Brodia, hoping she would have some advice. But all she said was a mother must be protective of her kids, and now Janu has to think about two children.
He would take time to think about her answer. Meanwhile, he picked up the stubby branch she used to hold her blackened wand. It was longer than a tarner. “This is what allowed you to create the double split?” She agreed, asking if she should destroy it or make it shorter. “No, you can leave it as it is for now. Your shorter arms need a longer wand to create the double split. Maybe it was this that held you back from finding the power.” Preem stood to leave. “I will have them bring you some light food with wine. If you are to get tough, you’ll need to rest. The Gray Wizard lurks beyond the city walls. They think you’re weak, so you must be strong.”
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A Way In


Quon sat at his writing desk, composing a short note for Lihan. It was the afternoon after the Royal dinner, and Quon followed Lihan’s attempted ambush of Apprentice Brodia. 
Disappointed at Lihan’s failure to kill the abomination, Quon struggled to keep the worst of his anger from the note. Each time he checked on the d’decs, Lihan was further behind. Quon knew Lihan would give up soon as he couldn’t catch up.
Quon completed the missive with succinct wording that carried the hidden meanings he liked to include. He read it to himself one last time:
Proceed to Widemouth to kill the abomination’s family. The enemy’s eyes are looking, pull only at night. You have three days before I pull you myself.
After rolling the piece of parchment, he slipped it into a message box. Back on the balcony, he waited for Lihan to stop before sending this message.
With the message sent, Quon pushed himself across the corridor outside his study to the small workroom where his physician attended to Truj’s body. Quon’s butler, Johan, stood in the corner near Truj’s head. 
The dead footman lay on a heavy wooden table. Quon studied the naked body. Truj had been a servant, nothing more to him. He had two more like him, Etiin was here in Kefnu, and the other was in Broditch.
“And you say you found no recent wounds on his body?” Quon asked the doctor, who assured him he hadn’t found any visible wounds. Quon studied the dead man’s newly shaved chest, stretching the skin. But he found nothing. “And his back?”
“The same, my lord.”
Once more, Quon was disappointed by how things had gone. That Preem killed his footman wasn’t at issue. Did the master d’dec give him a new weapon? It was a quandary that threatened to destroy his plans, like hobbling a knight’s horse before a joust. “Did you find any blood in his mouth?” Quon asked.
“Umm, I didn’t think to check,” the doctor replied as he checked Truj’s mouth. After a moment, he shook his head. “This man’s life was taken by the Gods, my lord, not by a man.”
“The Grand Wizard killed this man, and though I can’t prove it in a law court, I want to know how he did it.” Quon paused as the doctor shook his head in disagreement. “Your loyalty is to Otanic, Doctor. I understand that, but I insist on learning the truth here.” Quon signaled to Johan to push him out of the room.
“My loyalty is to the life of my patients, my lord,” the physician said defensively as Quon reached the doorway. “I will check all the ways into a man’s body.”
“Very well, Doctor. I will wait for your report.” Quon let Johan push him to the library. Along the way, Quon instructed his servant to find his beggar boy, Nip. Quon also ordered Alom to attend to him in the library. Johan was gracious enough, but Quon sensed an uncertainty. The butler did not much care for young Alom, nor did he understand why Quon kept Alom in his employment. Of course, Johan had no idea that Alom was an apprentice wizard.
Johan nodded slightly at the library's door before hurrying to fulfill his orders. Once in the library, Quon relaxed a little. Lihan had his instructions to move at nighttime to reach Widemouth. With three nights to travel a hundred leagues, Quon had no doubts that he would take all three. The mystery was whether Quon should be concerned with Preem’s use of an unknown magical weapon to kill Truj.
When Alom joined him, Quon pulled out Alom’s dagger-shaped wand from under the blanket he sat upon. “Do you miss it, young man?”
“Yes, Count. But I’m proud to think it’s in the hands of the greatest wizard in history,” Alom said confidently. “Besides, it isn’t lit.”
“Be careful, Alom,” Quon whispered. “Though I suspect Harpin knows I’m the other Grand Wizard by now.” Alom apologized and wondered aloud if the Palace would return his riding crop soon. Quon smiled as he said, “I doubt that, young man. But if they feel that they have my power, they will underestimate me. So that’s a benefit, is it not? Meanwhile, I will keep requesting it, so they think I’m defenseless without it.”
Quon activated Alom’s d’dec to scan the Palace. Preem’s d’dec was engaged, high above the Palace, but it wasn’t moving. Quon suppressed the d’dec again. Preem was doing something from the top of one of the towers with a gripping fist stretched far to the south. The master d’dec gave Preem many advantages that Quon had studied over the past year. Now he was confident he had several plans that would circumvent those benefits.
“Preem is still at the Palace, while Lihan is near Bigbend. I expect Preem is pulling his family to the palace while Wizard Lihan has failed to stop them.” Quon saw a flash of disdain cross Alom’s young face. “What do you think of Lihan?” Quon asked. Alom shook his head nervously. “Come, young man, your Zenii has asked a question. I wish for an honest answer. You need not fear retribution from me, nor will Lihan hear your thoughts on this matter.”
“He is weak, my lord,” Alom softly replied as if afraid of someone overhearing him. “Even a cloud’s shadow scares him.”
“I am sorry to say I agree with you, master Alom.” Quon looked at the young boy, his third apprentice and the only one he could say he liked. “Tell me. Have you ever killed someone?”
The boy nodded his head. “To survive on the streets, you must kill. Otherwise, they will take everything you have, leaving you to die in the winter. The streets are a cruel place, my lord.”
“I thought the beggars were like a family that protected each other. Am I wrong in this view?”
“Not entirely,” Alom replied, pausing to gather his thoughts. “We are like the ravens. We huddle together against the wind but fight over every scrap of food.” Quon saw the truth in the boy’s words, deciding he should spend more time talking to him about the underworld he mostly ignored. Then Alom made a request. “My lord, there is much I can do to help if you allow me to show you.”
“Maybe, master Alom. I have been waiting for Wizard Preem to attack me here. But he has not come yet. I begin to think he will not risk confronting this wounded bear.” Quon studied the boy’s face. It showed a resolve he wished he saw in Lihan’s eyes. Quon added, “But if he chooses to stay beside the king instead. I’m prepared for that too.” However, he despised the fourth option.
“If he comes here, my lord. What are my instructions?”
“Stay out of the way. He must see me to attack me, which is enough warning for me to win. He’s good, but not that good.” Alom’s face now showed disappointment. “I have a different role for you, young man,” Quon said. “You can be the king of my mice. Make friends with Nip so you can take control of this city’s underbelly.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Now we will have some food as we wait to hear from my mouse, Nip.” Quon thought about Preem’s effort to pull his parents to Kefnu. All he needed to know was where they were staying.
[image: image-placeholder]A hand of time passed before Johan knocked on the door to usher in the beggar boy, Nip. The boy carried the same nervousness as he did on the first day. Quon wondered how long it would take for the boy to relax. It would be hard to dispel the years of hard lessons this boy must have endured on the streets of Kefnu. The boy carried his hat scrunched in his hands.
“First, master Nip. Do you have news on any of the three wizards?” Quon asked.
Nip shook his head as he rocked back and forth on his feet. “Nones more ‘en I’s gives ta ya yesterdays, m’lord. Abouts tha Bone Crusher comes back.”
“That’s fine, master Nip. Not every day will have news, but every time you visit, you can have a good meal in my kitchen, just so long as you don’t make up news.” Nip nodded his understanding even as he continued to wring the life out of his hat. Quon indicated Alom, who was standing beside the table. “This is one of my assistants, Alom. If he asks you to do something, you should treat it as if the command came from me.” Nip nodded again. “Good. Now Alom has some questions for you.” The count stacked five crowns on the table. “Let us see how much of this you can earn, Nip.” Another nod as Nip stared at the small pile of silver.
“I once was like you,” Alom began, “but the count took me in.” Nip’s eyes flicked between Alom and Quon, no doubt trying to guess what he had to do to be in Alom’s place. Alom continued, “In Harpin City, there were tunnels under the city streets. Is it the same here in Kefnu?” 
“Aye, m’lord. Much of us with the knowing of tha old tunnels.”
“Ones that pass under the King’s Keep?” Alom asked. Nip nodded. “And you can enter into the palace from these tunnels?”
“They’s have gates. We’s never beens in tha palace proper. Thems guards would kill us.”
“Of course. But you know which locked gates lead to the palace?” Nip gave a quick nod. “So, you can show me the way?” Nip nodded confidently. “Good. Then tonight, you will reveal where the locked gates to the palace are.” 
The count pointed to the stack of crowns. “You’ve earned all five, master Nip.” Nip thanked the count before picking up the pile. “One more thing, Nip,” Quon said after the boy had slipped the coins into an inside pocket. “I want you to move from the North Gate to the King’s Keep. I seek news about who enters or leaves the Palace.”
“Will that be a problem, Nip?” Alom asked.
“Naw. I’s swap if’s it be a boy. And gives a tap if’s it be a poke,” Nip replied.
Quon smiled to himself, aware that he had no idea what Nip had just said. Before dismissing the boy, he gave one last instruction. “Be back after sundown, you, and you alone will show Alom where these gates are. Go now to get yourself some food from the kitchen.”
Alone again with his apprentice, Quon smiled at him. “What did he mean about a tap?”
“He said that if the spot he wants has a girl in it, then he’ll hit her over the head with his cubbie. He’ll kill her, my lord.”
“Life on the streets is brutal,” Quon said, mainly as an observation to himself.
“Few live past the first year, my lord.”
“Well, I will leave those details to Nip. You have a mission tonight. I want you to mark the route to this gate.” Quon said. Alom asked if he should open the gate. “You can, so long as you can do so safely. However, do not enter the Palace proper.”
“Yes, my lord,” Alom said. “It’ll be like going home. The tunnels will be similar in any city.”
Quon relaxed, letting his mind feel for any magic pressure that would give him any warning that Preem was near. His curiosity about Lihan’s mission to Widemouth nagged at him. But reaching out to scan that far away could allow Preem to detect him, destroying his chance to ambush his greatest threat.
If he could fool Preem into attacking, he could kill him without breaking King Tarik’s prohibition against initiating an attack on King Attim or Wizard Preem. He only had to observe until Harpin’s general massed the army on the border in a fortnight. But his gut warned him not to wait that long as the pieces were falling into place, regardless of how Wizard Preem twisted and squirmed to avoid his fate. He expected that soon he’d have to apologize to his king for acting sooner than the original plan.
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Jisana


Eleven-year-old Jisana was begging near the King’s Keep outside a tavern called the  Green Tower. Above the tavern’s door, a swaying shingle depicted a single tower made from vividly green stones. The color wasn’t an accurate representation. From her place beside the tavern’s stone steps, she could see through the Keep’s gateway to the bottom of the massive West Tower with its stones that had only the slightest tint of green. The top of the tower reached high above the top of the gateway’s parapet.
She’d been here a week after the previous beggar disappeared. It was as close to home as she could ever hope to be after her parents died of a fever over a year ago, leaving her living on the streets. Ma had worked in the Keep’s Palace kitchens while her Pa was a footman to the chancellor. She used to love seeing him in his fancy clothes. But once her parents were gone, the chamberlain tossed her out. No one cared about a little girl.
Slightly to her right, the South Tower dominated the skyline where it formed the southeast corner of the Keep. Jisana remembered all the stories Ma told her about the building of the Palace hundreds of years ago. She had lived with her parents in a small room on the fifth floor of this South Tower. After a year on the streets, she missed her Ma and Pa.
A well-dressed man approached the steps. Jisana held out her bowl. “Please, sir,” she said. The man reached down to tinkle a small coin in her bowl. “Thank you, good sir,” she said. The man gazed at her for a second, surprised by the well-educated words that Ma taught her. Of course, she could talk the street-talk whenever she needed to. It didn’t take long to learn that talking wrong to another street urchin meant a fight.
Those first weeks on the street almost killed her because she was defenseless against the boys or girls armed with short leather-wrapped clubs, called cubbies. So, she learned a weapon that didn’t need as much strength. With her Pa’s knife, she practiced those same lessons he taught. Though she’d been a poor student while Pa lived, she now made herself the most diligent of pupils, working for many hands each day, throwing the knife into the wood of a door’s frame.
She wasn't simply good with a knife to throw; she was deadly. Soon, her reputation meant she didn’t have to fight too often. No street urchin had died from her knife, but more than one was severely injured. Jisana’s Ma told her endless stories about Otanic’s history, leaving her dreaming of the days she could use her skills to help the realm. She hated the chamberlain but loved the kingdom.
When she first moved to this new location, she had to threaten a couple of street boys, grists, as the street girls called them, but it never got worse than that. Now the street people around her knew to leave her alone. Of course, the soldiers of the King’s Guard were another matter. As a young girl, she had to watch out for them. Some wanted something she would never give.
It was a warm summer day, with the sun shining from a cloudless sky, creating crisp, foreshortened shadows. Jisana pushed herself against the tavern’s wall to stay in the cooler shade. From here, she couldn’t see over the top of the steps, but she could watch the Keep’s gateway with the two bright-red uniformed soldiers guarding the Keep. Today, one was a massive man she’d only seen once before. Several people walked along the streets, going about their daily errands while ignoring the street folk girl sitting in the shadows.
Then a beggar boy walked in front of her. She didn’t recognize the grist, who sized her up quickly. “I’s wants ya spot,” he said without preamble. “Moves ‘fore I’s taps ya.” As he spoke, the people continued to walk past, unaware of the drama unfolding outside the tavern.
Jisana pushed herself up, slipping her begging bowl into a pocket. The grist pulled out his cubbie. The broad smile on his face oozed confidence. It was the code of the streets, you fought for what was yours, or they’ll think you weak, and the streets culled the weak quickly.
Pulling out her knife, she faced her tormentor. He was a head taller than her, heavier than any other boy she’d encountered before, filling her mind with doubts about beating him with one throw. She would have to weaken him before he could tap her. Behind the grist, the people now stopped to watch the spectacle. Damn them all, she thought as she studied the boy slapping his cubbie against his free hand.
“Moves,” the boy repeated himself. “I’s no times for pokes in me spot.”
“Comes ta takes it then,” Jisana replied. She tapped the top of the steps with her knife’s hilt to challenge the boy. More people were stopping, blocking her view of the Keep’s walls.
The boy swung confidently and wildly at her head. She easily ducked under the swing before skipping over the tavern’s steps to give herself more room. The crowd cheered, happy the show didn’t end right away.
The grist leaped onto the steps. But Jisana didn’t step back. Instead, she thrust forward to slice at his legs. Sensing rather than seeing the boy’s cubbie, she threw herself to the side as the cubbie came down hard where her head had been. The boy limped off the steps. Jisana smiled, she’d drawn first blood, and the crowd cheered again.
Jisana had the knife ready to throw if she saw a weakness. But the boy’s limp was slight, so she warned herself to be patient. She backed away from her assailant until she felt the crowd on her back. She pushed back further, but the crowd didn’t yield.
Then someone shoved her forward at the boy, who lifted his cubbie to smash it over her head. Jisana fainted a stagger before rolling away from the vertical swing to slash the outside of his leg. Her momentum carried her into the stone steps. She squatted, holding her knife in front as she waited to see if she’s done enough damage yet.
The boy’s limp was more pronounced. Was it enough? He snarled at her, wasting his breath on a silly curse, “Fuck’s ya poke. I’s got ya now.” But the confidence was gone from his voice. 
Jisana recognized the look of a cornered rat; this boy would be wary now. She sidled along the steps toward the first step. She’d need one more slash. The boy mirrored her moves to block any attempt to get around him.
Jisana didn’t see the huge man in red until he already had the boy by the collar. The boy swung his cubbie at this new threat, but his blow hit the man in the shoulder. 
The King’s Guardsman snatched the cubbie away and tossed the boy over the tavern’s steps. “That’s enough,” the man said, his voice calm but commanding. “The girl was here first.”
Jisana heard a few boos from the crowd as the boy ran-limped away through the crowd. She now faced the guardsman dressed in his bright red uniform. If she threw her knife, the man would kill her. She couldn’t expect mercy from the King’s Guard. However, something made her wait.
“Do you know how to use that, little girl?” the man asked. His soft voice surprised her, making her unsure.
“I can throw it good enough,” she replied, sensing that street talk wouldn’t help her here. She flipped the knife, so the blade was in her hand, ready to throw.
The big man drew his sword in one smooth, swift movement. He shook his head as he pointed its tip at her. “There’s no need for that.” Now there was a tinge of frustration in his voice. “I won’t strike first.”
Behind the soldier, the crowd watched, hoping the show would continue. She didn’t want them to see her die, so she dropped her arm. “That boy wanted to take my spot,” she said. “I wasn’t going to let him have it for free.”
He put up his sword, nodding to her to do the same. She slipped her knife inside her jerkin. “I never had much use for a knife,” he said. It was like he was having a conversation with her. It made her wary. “What’s your name?” he asked.
Jisana didn’t trust him enough to give her name as the soldiers could use a name to trace and snatch a beggar. So, she just stared at him. The crowd dispersed, leaving them alone.
“Well, little girl, if you ever need help, ask for Corporal Haam.” With that, he turned to walk back to the Keep’s gateway.
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Criminal Crem


Preem was sitting by the fire when the bell in the Hand Belfry of the South Tower rang out twice, announcing the sun had risen. He responded to the soft knock on his door. The servant girl looked scared as she adjusted the chamber clock to the start of the day. As she left, he thanked her. 
Preem sat, waiting for Brodia to wake up. When the chamber clock indicated it was a hand after sunrise, he checked on his injured apprentice.
Seeing Brodia still sleeping after the sun had risen tore at Preem’s heart. It was the clearest sign that her blood loss had left her weak. She needed time, which he intended to give as much as possible. He feared the Gray Wizard was determined to kill her. But it was a selfish fear, not a fear for the kingdom, so he pushed it out of his mind. If only it were easy to expel it from my heart. 
Preem told Roon to stay with Brodia while he went to the Chancellor’s office. He left instructions that Roon wasn’t to wake Brodia, but he should have some light food ready for her when she woke.
“Good day, sir Wizard,” Chancellor Plov acknowledged as Preem stepped into his room. “How may I help you?”
“Good day, my lord. We’ve discussed the possibility that the Count of Broditch is a spy for Harpin,” Preem said. The chancellor nodded his agreement. “I’ve been thinking about the chance that Quon has spies he contacts with.”
Plov smiled complacently, “Yes, of course, Harpin spies exist in Otanic, maybe even here in the Palace. We work continuously to find them.” He spoke as if teaching a school student. Preem rankled a little at the treatment but asked about the prospects of a spy ring in the city. “That too,” Plov replied. “This morning, we began arresting many of the city’s criminals for interrogation.”
Preem was surprised at the directness of the chancellor’s approach. He thought they needed a more circumspect strategy. If they could penetrate the enemy spy ring, they could manage it. Feed false information or gather information about Harpin’s intentions. His Zenii, Sarn the Sage, had expressed this idea to him more than once. “Any confessions, my lord?”
“None so far. But it is early yet in this kind of interrogation.”
Though Preem was confident the prisoners would talk, he doubted the chancellor would get to the truth quickly. For when everyone told a story only to appease the torturer, you’d get so much fog that it would take weeks, if not months, to find the stories that agreed. Otanic didn’t have that much time.
“I wonder what stories these men will tell,” Preem said, thinking about the worthlessness of forced confessions.
“The truth, sir Wizard. That is what we will get,” the chancellor said as he continued to scribble on a piece of parchment. “And the faster we get them to talk, the faster we will get to that truth.”
Preem could imagine the dread in the dungeons as the torturers set about getting ‘fast’ confessions. It frustrated him that the people in power lacked the imagination to see the flaw in their approach. Still, there was an opportunity here. Surely the criminals saw what happened inside their city. For them, knowing the comings and goings of people was a life-or-death need. Though he doubted any spy network involved more than a handful of people, these criminals could have seen the signs left behind by the real spies. “Can I help?” he asked. 
“You wish to interrogate some of them?” The chancellor sounded surprised that a grand wizard would get themselves involved in torture.
“I have a reputation, Minister Plov. One that can loosen tongues quickly.” Once more, Preem prepared to use his sobriquet to get what he wanted. For all his hatred of his unofficial name, he wondered what he would have accomplished without it.
“Ahh, I see.” The minister pulled out a small square of paper and began writing. “We have twenty-three criminals held in the dungeons under the West Tower. I will give you a passport to talk to any of them.”
“I thank you, my lord.” Preem took the note. Outside the Palace, Preem stopped to scan for a hundred leagues in each direction. Once again, he only found what he expected. Brodia’s d’dec was beside Roon’s. He didn’t detect any magic, so Brodia was resting. For the hundredth time, he felt like a child playing an adult game. Was the Count of Broditch laughing as he watched Otanic’s Wizards fumble in the dark?
With a deep sigh of resignation, he marched across the verdant lawn to the base of the West Tower. The dungeons were two levels below the ground, carved out of the rock that was the foundation of the King’s Keep. Down here, the light was poor, provided by just a few torches resting in their sconces. Each guard mumbled, “sir Wizard,” with a bow but still checked his passport before letting him continue. It was a strange ritual, for every one of the guards knew they could do nothing to stop him should he ignore their instructions.
[image: image-placeholder]Down in the depths, he found three cells with heavy iron straps set in a diagonal pattern, leaving diamond-shaped gaps barely big enough to push a head through. Two large cells were empty. The third had several men sitting on the stone floor. A few turned to watch him, but most kept their heads bowed, resigned to their fate. The air reeked of sweat. Preem imagined that the stench would get worse tomorrow.
Preem took a torch before ordering the guard to open the cell door. He told the guard to lock the door behind him, which brought a look of awe from the guards and prisoners. Some prisoners licked their lips in anticipation of a chance to escape. For what man would lock themselves in a cell full of the most desperate men? Preem carried his mastyon in his other hand, wrapping himself in a thin cocoon that would stop any sneaky attacks from behind him.
Inside the cell, he sauntered along the line of sitting men. Each stared at him to see who this new person was. Most betrayed their knowledge that this was Preem the Crusher. Halfway around the cell, Preem saw a face he recognized from a year ago. The criminal gawked at him with a recognition that pleased Preem.
“Bring this man,” he called to the guard who remained outside the cell, hoping for a chance to beat any prisoner that misbehaved.
Stepping back out from the cell, Preem ordered one of the guards to place two chairs in the far cell and bring the prisoner there. He waited as the guards carried out his orders. The prisoners clustered around the cell door to watch the spectacle.
After the guard returned from moving the limping prisoner to the empty cell, Preem remained leaning against the dungeon wall, giving the prisoner time to think about his fate. The other prisoners continued to stare at him. None seemed pleased to see him there. He searched the faces to see if Egan was amongst them but didn’t find the scoundrel's features.
After a minute of silence that had everyone watching him, Preem struck the bottom of his mastyon on the stone floor. The prisoners pushed back at the sharp sound. Pleased, he strolled through the open cell door to talk to the criminal. Sitting on the chair, the prisoner watched him warily. “You can wait with the other guards,” he said to the heavy-set man who stood over the prisoner. The guard left quickly, happy to be away from whatever was about to happen.
Preem sat in the other chair, resting his mastyon across his lap. Taking his time, he studied the man’s features. His lanky black hair hung in strands while his angular face had a recent scrape on the right cheekbone just below an eye that was puffy and half-closed.
“Have they been treating you well, Crem?” Preem asked sarcastically. “I don’t think they are your friends.” Crem glared with his one good eye but said nothing. “It would seem the past year has not been kind to you,” Preem continued feeling nothing but loathing for this creature before him.
“I’s helped ya once. That was that. I’s ain’ts done nothing bad since.” Crem said, spittle flying from his mouth that showed several missing teeth.
“We both know that’s not true. But I’m not here about your misdeeds, you miscreant.” Preem paused to watch Crem’s reaction. A tiny smirk of relief played at the corners of his mouth. “I want to know about Harpin spies in the city.” A puzzled look replaced the smirk.
“I’s told thems, I’s has. I’s loyal ta his Majesty.” Crem looked around as if expecting someone to contradict him. “I’s ain’ts seen nothin’ ... I ain’ts”
“That’s not what I heard,” Preem said slowly, so Crem heard every word. “I hear you’ve been in contact with Harpin’s spy, Minister Jardon.” It was the first name that came to Preem’s mind. Jardon was the minister of agriculture. More importantly, Crem did not react. Not fear that they discovered he was a spy, not relief that Otanic had it wrong.
When Crem said, “I ain’ts every seen ‘im,” Preem knew it was the innocence truth.
“You’re too stupid to be a spy,” Preem said, watching for further reaction. “But you are smart enough to see things. Tell me about anything unusual you’ve seen in the last week.” Crem didn’t respond. “I’m sure you can remember the last time we had a little chat,” Preem reminded the horrid creature sweating in front of him. “And you remember what Brodia did to Egan, right?”
“I’s don’ts knows nothin’ I says.”
“Did you know she is strong enough to pull off each of your arms? And she’s just an apprentice. She doesn’t like you too much. Especially after I told her what your part was in Egan’s attack on her.” Preem paused. “No, master Crem, my apprentice doesn’t like you at all.”
“I’s hears she fly’s yars family froms the seaside. She aints no apprentice.”
“So, you are well informed. I would think you know a lot about what happens in this city. I need information that is lodged in some dark part of your useless head.”
“Why shoulds I’s says a thing. Ya going ta kill me anys way. Thems guards says they will hang us tamorraw.”
Preem wondered if Crem was telling the truth. Probably the guards threatened them, but killing prisoners before they could confess was useless. “Tell me what you know; then I’ll stop any hangings. What have you seen or heard in the last week?” Preem asked. He took a gentler tone. “Things that make you think something is wrong, that someone wants information.”
“Likes people’s asking questions?” Crem asked. Preem nodded. “Thems beggar boys has beens asking questions.” Crem’s good eye opened wider as he continued, “Thems boys always watching outs.”
“Did you ask them what they are doing this for?”
“Aye. But the buggars don’ts says a thing. One kid keeps coming ‘round ta talk ta ‘em.” Crem appeared pleased that the interrogation had moved away from his own actions. “He just tells ‘em ta looks fa this or that’s.”
“Like what?” Now Crem’s expression changed again; the fool was so transparent. The villain just repeated himself, not wanting to go into details. “Like what,” Preem asked again, his voice firmer.
“Ya’ll hurt me if I’s says.”
“I won’t,” he said reassuringly. “But I will if you don’t tell me the truth.”
Crem was moving about in his chair as Preem watched. Finally, Crem whispered, “The Bitch Witch and yaself.” Crem tried to push back further in his chair.
“I believe you, Crem.” Preem pulled out two crowns. “In fact, I’ll reward you.” He gave the coins to Crem, who reluctantly took them. “Is it just the beggar boys involved?”
“Aye. Nay thems pokes.”
“Indeed?” Preem muttered, not expecting an answer. An idea was growing in his mind, and he didn’t need Crem anymore. “I’ll ask the king to spare your worthless life. Keep your head down because trouble is coming.” Preem walked out of the cell, signaling to the guard that he had finished with the prisoner. “You can return master Crem. He has been helpful.”
Preem left the West Tower to return to the Two Towers room to check on Brodia. He had much to consider as he crossed the Royal Lawns to the Palace.
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Compromise


Brodia let the daylight grow brighter than usual. Finally, guilt pushed her out of bed. She may be weak, but she felt steady on her feet, and moving around would help. As she shuffled to the door, she hoped Preem was elsewhere, giving her more time to recover before confronting him over doing her duty. Of course, there was also the issue of him promoting her to journeyman wizard.  
Outside the small bedroom, she found Zenii sitting in a chair, watching the small flames in the fireplace. She sighed in disappointment. Then his warm smile made her heart melt. She wondered how much longer he’d have this effect on her. It really was too much. She had more important matters to consider than this occasionally inconvenient love.
“How do you feel?” he asked.
“Sore, tired, and restless,” she replied. She wanted to sit on his lap, but this wasn’t the time for affection. To tamp down her fluttering stomach, she asked, “Where’s Roon?”
“I sent him to get some breakfast. He’ll be back soon. I can detect no other wizard’s stones in the city. Nor can I find the Gray Wizard.”
“The Gray Wizard?” The thought of him made her all business again. By The Father of the Gods, she wanted to end him. “Zenii, if he flies back, can I go out to attack him?” She waited as Preem stared at her. She could sense him searching for the right words. He shook his head, “Not if he flies back today. Tomorrow you will be stronger; we can decide the best plan then.
So, it is to be a fight, she thought. But, sensing her weakness, she knew such a fight would drain her remaining energy. She compromised. “A day will allow me to recover,” she said. Preem smiled at her acceptance. “Still, I should be doing something today,” she added. “We cannot waste a whole day sitting in this room.”
“We haven’t been wasting the day,” he replied softly. “I’ve been interrogating criminals the chancellor arrested. It included someone you know.” When Preem didn’t immediately give her a name, she gave him a playful punch on his shoulder. “Crem was there,” he admitted.
Brodia remembered the name well enough. It was the small man with the wobbly limp. The same man that held her as Egan tried to rape her. It was the incident that almost split her away from Preem. This Crem, and all the others, especially Egan, held a unique place in her list of hated men. In the end, the attempted defilement made her stronger and propelled her to her current position, where she was banging on the door of becoming a real wizard after just one year as an apprentice.
Still, she didn’t want to talk about the gang of lowlifes that attacked her a year ago. “I should move around to keep my muscles strong. Let me do something easy; otherwise, I’ll start marching around the royal gardens.”
He thought briefly before saying, “I was about to ask Roon to take my family to a city tavern. It isn’t far from here if you want to take them instead?”
It was a small task, but she could use it to show she was sharper than he assumed. And the feeling that he trusted her made her stomach start fluttering again. She had to do something worthwhile before these sensations became intolerable. So, she agreed to escort his family. 
After Roon returned with food, she ate to build her strength. Preem insisted she drink two tankards of red wine to fortify her blood. After eating, Preem ushered them out of the room, claiming it was time to move his family to a safe location.
Inside the two-room suite, where Preem’s family stayed overnight, Preem explained the plan. Brodia carefully listened as he told them about a tavern the Chamberlain had suggested. Brodia would take them to the inn called The Stubborn Response near the North Gate, where they would stay until this war was over.
Helip took Preem to one side to whisper something to him. Whatever it was, Preem’s shoulders tightened in anger. Helip glanced at her several times as he spoke too softly for her to hear. 
Then Preem snapped a response she did hear, “I know what she is, Pa. You have no notion of what you are saying. Whatever may have happened, she got you here alive. Only one other person on Vosj could have done that.” Preem stepped away, his face red. But when she went to say something, he just shook his head. So, she kept quiet.
An uncomfortable silence filled the room as its occupants formed into four couples; Preem with Brodia, Helip beside Narini, Janu with her husband, and lastly, Roon with little Sarn, the only person unaware of the tension.
Brodia didn’t know what to say to Preem. Finally, she just whispered a thank you, to which he smiled. Then he tapped his pocket as if remembering something important.
“Take this,” he said, giving a heavy purse to his father. “It should last several months.”
“I have some crowns,” his father countered, holding up his hands to avoid taking the over-stuffed purse. Brodia saw in Helip’s face a stubbornness she often saw in her father’s. “That must be all the money you’ve saved,” Helip added.
“Nonsense, Pa. This is from the Royal Treasury. And we don’t know how long it will be.” His father still refused the purse.
For Brodia, it was enough. Protocols be damned; it was time for some common sense. “I don’t know how to say this gently,” she began, “but you’re acting like a child. Declared or not, we are at war with our old enemies. They intend to do us all harm while your son does what he can to protect you so he can concentrate on saving our kingdom. If that doesn’t get your cooperation, I can’t imagine what would.”
“Listen to her, Pa,” Janu snapped. “It’s not just your lives at risk here. I won’t let you throw away Sarn’s life or the baby’s because of your pride.”
After more hesitation, Helip took the purse with a look of resignation. Evidently, he hadn’t come around to their view on this matter. It left Brodia wondering about convincing her father to come to Kefnu. Would he willingly agree, or would he be obstinate? In her heart, she knew it would be the latter.
“Now, we need a codeword, so I can send a message,” Preem said, moving on quickly from the matter with the purse. “I cannot come with you as it would endanger you. What word can the messenger use so you know it’s from me?”
“Thoum.”
“Good. Go now with Apprentice Brodia. I will visit you when it’s safe.” Brodia watched while Preem hugged each member of his family. “A Palace servant is waiting to show you the way. Go now.”
Brodia moved to the door. She resented Helip’s treatment of Preem. Didn’t he understand the seriousness of the situation? The man acted as if the Gods owed him something. She opened the suite door. The boy outside looked at her; he wore the Palace uniform. “Are you my guide?” The boy just nodded nervously. “Lead on then,” she said sternly, though taking out her frustrations on the boy wasn't fair. It wasn’t his fault that Helip was being a royal pain. She smiled at the thought, wondering how Helip would get along with King Attim; two kindred spirits. Still, she needed to organize this short trip to minimize anyone seeing them. “Do you have a plain coat to wear over that garish uniform?” she asked the boy. “We don’t want everyone to watch us.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The boy led them along some plain corridors before picking up a dark-blue jerkin from a peg beside the doorway into the courtyard. As he donned the dingy coat, a girl dressed in the same servant’s garb approached them. The teenage girl had a lazy eye. She asked the boy where he was going. Brodia heard him tell her The Stubborn Response, and Brodia wondered how many people knew. The boy then led them out through the servant’s entrance.
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A Chilling Discovery


Roon watched Brodia leave to take Zenii’s family to the tavern. He hated how Brodia limped across the King’s Keep to the gateway. “They’re gone,” he said to Zenii. He wanted to go with her, to make certain she was alright, but Zenii insisted he stay behind. 
“Master Roon,” Preem called to him. “Tell me about this tree, Brodia pulled out?”
Roon turned around to find his Zenii staring at him from the abbey doors. Fearing he was getting Brodia into trouble, he wished he’d kept quiet about that stupid oak tree. “Brodia didn’t know how strong she was, Zenii. It was an accident, I’m sure.”
“And? What happened?” His teacher didn’t sound angry, but he rarely did, leaving Roon pondering about his reaction to Brodia destroying a tree.
“Well, I wondered if she could lift a tree,” he spoke carefully, thinking how he could tell the truth without making Brodia seem wrong. Then he remembered that he was also to blame. “And I saw an oak tree leaning over the cliff after the storm. It would fall at some time, so I convinced Brodia to see if she could pull it out.” Roon took a deep breath before continuing, “So she did. The whole tree, roots, and all came out of the ground.” Reliving the sight in his mind, he smiled; it had shocked him to his very core that she had so much power. “It was the most amazing thing, Zenii. I wish you could have seen it.”
“Indeed, it must have been a magnificent sight.” Preem signaled for Roon to follow him as he led the way to the privacy of the lower level of the royal gardens. Zenii stepped to the parapet. Roon stood quietly as Preem stared out toward the Western Mountains. Speaking softly, Preem said, “As you learn to move the d’dec further away, you discover more power. It’s always important to remember that the new power can do great harm. I don’t worry about one old tree because it’s better that you both saw this power without hurting anyone. Remember that, master Roon.”
“Yes, Zenii.” Roon turned to stare out toward the west too. Zenii hadn’t been annoyed with Brodia, and he told Zenii the truth. A year ago, he’d have tried to lie, but not anymore, not with his Zenii, who took all news, good or bad, with the same calm, reasoned response. He enjoyed the quiet times he could spend with his tutor. They didn’t have to talk; just being beside him was enough.
After a while, Preem said, “I was talking to our old friend Crem this morning. He warned me that some beggars are spying for the first kingdom.” He paused, and Roon wondered how they could tell which beggars were the spies. Preem continued, “You should take some time to visit your family this morning. Make sure they are alright.”
“Yes, Zenii.” It would be great to see his Ma again. He suddenly realized how much he missed his little Azaly. “Should I leave now?”
“Yes. Be careful, master Roon. We have enemies in the city. I can account for the grand wizard and his journeyman wizard, but I don’t know if others hide somewhere.”
“I’ll be careful.”
“And I’ll be tracking you, so if you find trouble, I’ll come to help.”
Roon checked to ensure he had his wand stuffed into his belt. After adjusting his brown beret, he set off to pass through the Keep’s main gate. He gave a respectful nod to the guard at the gate, who gave a curt nod back.
Down the cobbled street, he marched, still favoring his left leg, his eyes darting from side to side, watching for anything out of place. It felt like a game, though he knew people might die. But he had Zenii and Brodia to protect him, so he at least was safe. He went directly to the Jalian market near the South Gate.
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“Roony!” she yelled. She stopped in front of him, remembering he couldn’t pick her up. He smiled as he picked her up in a gripping fist, wrapping his good arm around her waist. It was the first time he’d been able to hold her as any other boy or man would. She clasped her hands behind his neck, staring into his eyes as if he were a god.
“How’re you doing, Squirt?” he asked.
“Missed you.” She said, wrapping her legs around his waist like a spider gripping its prey.
“How’s business, Pa?” he asked, carrying his sister around to the back of the stall. He looked around the market but saw no beggars. “Anything unusual happen recently?”
“Business has been good. You could call that unusual, though I’ll not complain.” His father reached to pry Azaly off, but Roon shook his head; he liked holding her close. “We got a special order to make a saddle two days ago.”
“That’s great,” Roon replied with conviction. He didn’t see how doing well could be dangerous.
Azaly squirmed in his arms. “Can’t we play, Roony?” Azaly asked, fighting for his attention. “Can you do some magic?”
“Not in public,” he whispered into her ear. “The city has spies now; I must be super careful. But I can do some magic back home.” She unwrapped her legs, and he gently lowered her to her feet. Azaly grabbed his hand to pull him away, saying they could go home now to play with magic. Roon squatted to be at eye level with his sister. “Let me chat with Pa first. Alright, Squirt?”
“Squirt? Why do you call me that?” she asked. So Roon explained that Brodia called him Squirt too. He told her that it was a sign of endearment. So, she announced firmly, “I like it too.”
With his sister settled for now, Roon turned his attention back to his father. He was looking for any interference from the beggars. If the saddle was for someone famous, the beggars might want to know about it. “Who in the city is asking for a special saddle, Pa?” he asked.
“A Count from Harpin. He offered me fifty crowns. Can you imagine such a number?” His Pa slapped him on the back. “That’s more than we make in a month.”
But Roon wasn’t pleased as chills ran up his spine. He couldn’t breathe. They know. How? He stared at his Pa, whose smile had turned into a frown. “Was it Count Quon?” Roon stammered. His Pa nodded, asking how he guessed the buyer’s name. “He’s the enemy, Pa,” Roon said softly, so only his Pa could hear. “He’s already tried to kill Brodia and me. We only just escaped.” Roon touched his injured leg. “I have a cut across my leg from his Gray Wizard.”
“You must be wrong, son,” Pa said. “Fifty crowns is good money. I wouldn’t want to give that up just because you’re concerned.” Pa paused as he continued to think. “Why would he want me to make him a saddle?”
“I don’t know, Pa. But it’s not out of kindness or because he needs one.” Roon ran different ideas through his mind. He couldn’t be sure of the reason the Count visited them, but he sensed that they couldn’t stay here any longer. “We should go home ... now.”
“I can’t just leave the stall. What about our goods?”
“Take the more valuable items; leave the rest.” Roon was surprised at how sure he was. And even more amazed when his father moved to follow his instructions. Azaly held his hand on the way home. He felt responsible for her. Not like before, when he protected her from bullies. Now, he was responsible for her life, for surely the enemy had plans to harm them, just as they tried to destroy Zenii’s family. He just didn’t understand how making a saddle exposed them to the enemy.
Back in their home, above the haberdashery store, Roon hugged his Ma. Then they sat at the kitchen table to discuss the count’s saddle. “When do you have to deliver the saddle?” he asked his Pa. “Did he pay you already?”
“No, of course not. No one does that, son,” Pa said as if explaining the business world to a young boy. “He’ll come to pick it up in another five days.”
“He’ll come by the market then to pay you?” Roon asked, wondering if the count planned to claim his Pa was robbing him of fifty crowns in the market. “That’s a lot of money to exchange in public.”
“He wanted our address to send someone to pay us.”
“By the Gods, that’s it. Quon wanted to know where you lived.” It made sense to him now; a slight feeling of relief came over him when he realized he should still have time. “He’s already attacked Preem’s family, and Brodia is bringing her family into the city. Now he’s after my family. He’s coming for little Azaly as a way to stop me.”
“I think you exaggerate the danger. Harpin doesn’t care about a leather smith, even if that leather smith is the best in the land, which I am not.”
“So, why did he choose you for the saddle if he can afford the best,” Roon countered. Then he remembered Brodia’s words to Helip. “There is a war coming, Pa. The count will try to weaken our grand wizard. He doesn’t care about you. He cares about Otanic’s wizards.”
“It doesn’t matter what you say,” Pa said, “you’re just a boy. I’m staying here while I make that saddle.”
“You’re being childish,” Roon said, rapidly losing his temper. “Think of Azaly.”
“How dare you –"
“We have to leave!” Ma interrupted. “I don’t know if Roon is right or wrong. I only know we’d be crazy to take the risk. What’s the use of fifty crowns if we’re all dead?”
“Yes. Today. Now!” Roon added. He tried to think about a safe place but only knew the places around Jalian or Jastur’s Jeopardy, which would never do. “Do you know any quiet hotels near the East Gate?” he asked his parents. Ma’s words seemed to have stopped his father from arguing further.
“The Weaver’s Work is near the gate and not on a big street,” Pa said. “I once had to deliver some leather aprons to a merchant from Big Oak staying there.”
“Good. Then that’s where you’re to go.” Roon pulled out his purse. It contained ten crowns, not much, but enough until he could get more. He reached it out to his Pa. “Take this.”
“We have some money, son.”
“Then add this to what you have. Don’t come back here or go to the market until this passes over. I’ll get word to you when it’s safe again.” Ma wanted him to go with them, but he shook his head no. “I’m too easy to spot, Ma, with my one arm. They may be watching for me.” Roon stood. “We’ll have to say our goodbyes here.”
Soon after they left, Roon sensed he’d forgotten something important. It didn’t feel like a game anymore. Now he had Azaly’s life in his hands, which scared him more than fighting the Gray Wizard.
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The Stubborn Response


Brodia walked with Preem’s family across the Palace grounds to the gateway with the Palace servant just in front of them. Once clear of the King’s Keep, the boy marched along the road as fast as his short legs could take him. An irritated and limping Brodia called out, “Slow down.” The young boy stopped. When she caught up to him, she whispered in his ear, “Remember, we’re not trying to attract attention.” 
The boy slowed to a stroll but remained in front of them. “Walk amongst us, don’t make it so obvious that we’re following you,” she advised, so the boy dropped back into the group. Placing her hand on his shoulder, she leaned down to whisper, “Just point which way you want us to go.” The boy nodded; she could sense his fear. “Don’t be nervous; you’re doing fine.”
Letting go of the boy’s shoulder, Brodia talked to Janu, who walked beside her, holding little Sarn’s hand. Janu was staring at the buildings around her. “Is this your first visit to Kefnu?” Her left foot complained at each step, so she wanted a distraction to take her mind off it.
“Yes, I haven’t traveled further than the village next to Clovermouth.” Janu continued to ogle the buildings turning her head to look at each building beside the road. In this part of Kefnu, most houses belonged to ministers and were unusually ornate. Some buildings were plainer, like the tavern they were passing on their right. A small girl was begging by its steps. Brodia watched the girl to see if she paid undue attention to them. The girl in the dirty blue dress was looking directly at Brodia. The girl’s head turned as she followed the group.
Shaking off her unease at this much attention, Brodia pulled her attention from the beggar girl to continue her conversation with Janu. “It was the same for me until Preem picked me. Now I’ve seen the West Sea and Lowmouth, the eastern capital of Jongiloc.” Janu asked where her village was. “North of here. It sits on the river Wan, a tributary of the Otan. It’s called Widemouth.”
“And your family lives there still?” Janu asked. Brodia nodded yes. “Are you going to bring them to Kefnu as well?”
Brodia nodded. “As soon as I can.” The boy turned to point left, down a broad alley that ended at the city wall. She turned into the gap; ahead, she saw a shingle hanging outside an old-looking building made of dark-gray stone. The shingle had a white goat with large gray horns glaring out at the world. Under the goat’s long white beard, the artist had painted in red script, The Stubborn Response.
She saw a small beggar boy sitting outside, which was nothing unusual in this city. But when his eyes saw her, she noticed him adjusting his position, he sat more upright. His attention never left her, sending warning chills up her spine. “You should see if they have two rooms,” she advised Helip. “Don’t use your real names.” She watched the beggar boy as Helip strolled toward the dark-brown double-door entrance. The beggar’s eyes drifted toward Preem’s father as he walked through the doors, before coming back to study her.
Two minutes passed before Helip returned. “We have two rooms, the Horns and the Beard, both large enough.”
“I will leave you all here,” she said. “It’s best if the innkeeper doesn’t see me.” Standing with the Palace servant, she watched the group pass through the doors. She hoped she’d see Janu again as they had a lot in common. When she turned her attention back to the beggar boy, she caught him eyeing her again before he looked away. “Come on,” she said to the servant. “Let’s get back.”
At the end of the alley, she turned right toward the Keep and stopped. Peeking back down the alley, she saw the beggar boy running into a gap between two buildings.
[image: image-placeholder]On the way back, Brodia thought about the undeclared war. She remained convinced that it had started, and she should be playing a role in defending Otanic from its traditional enemy to the north. Zenii had told her about the Count of Broditch with his spies in the city. That beggar boy only heightened her awareness. But how could she convince Zenii to use her in a way that matched her new abilities? And damn her foot to hell!
Brodia saw the beggar girl watching her closely again. This time, Brodia confronted the spy. Walking directly to where the young girl sat, Brodia asked, “What’s so interesting about me?”
Brodia realized the girl’s expression was awe, not curiosity. “You’re the Green Wizard,” the girl said. “I’ll do anything to help.”
Brodia smiled; the girl was too young to do much. So, she gave the girl an eighth. “When you’re bigger, I’ll come to find you.”
By the time she got back to the Palace, her left foot was so bad she could hardly tolerate any weight on it, relying heavily on her tarner as a walking stick. But she refused to give in to the pain. She found Preem alone in the Towers room. She hobbled in, sitting heavily on a wooden chair.
“Problems?” he asked.
“Maybe.” She replied. The sense that he wasn’t giving her respect for her capabilities irked her.
As she quietly fumed, he pulled his chair to sit opposite her. He waved his hand to indicate she was to lift her foot. Gently taking her left heel, he gingerly removed Tarin’s boot before unwrapping the bandage. She leaned back, watching to see if this would present an opportunity. However, his touch had her heart fluttering despite the pain as he removed the last two wraps stuck to her foot through dried blood.
The porcelain bowl of water began floating over to them. Preem dabbed the blood off her foot. “I saw a beggar boy at the tavern,” she began as he dried her now clean foot that still oozed a little bright red blood.
“There are many beggar boys in the city,” he said. “What was special about this one?” He massaged her ankle, which only made her heart tremble more.
She composed herself to answer his question. “This one was too interested in me. I can’t say why, but I understood he was spying on me.” Preem lifted his gaze from her foot.
“Uhmm,” was the only sound she heard in response.
He began wrapping her foot in a clean bandage. “What do you think?” she asked.
“I trust your instincts, my love.” Her heart melted again. “If you think he was spying, then he was.” He eased her foot into Tarin’s boot before tying the laces loosely. “As I said early, I visited Crem this morning. The chancellor believes the criminals in the city are spying for Harpin. But I believe Crem is much closer to the truth. He thought some beggar boys were acting strange by being too inquisitive.”
“It sounds like you’re friends with this man,” Brodia said, surprised that Zenii would believe the foul man's words.
“I despise the man. However, I sensed he was being truthful about the boys. Your observation convinces me that some of these boys are spies for the count.” He paused. He still held her left foot as if reluctant to let go. “Now, we will have to move my family again. Except we should arrest or distract the beggars before we move them.”
“Yes, Zenii.”
“Now, my love. We have a few minutes, and I need to hold you.” He opened his arms, so she got up to sit on his knee. For ten minutes, she rested her head on his shoulder. At first, she did not say a word, just immersing herself in his scent. 
But after a while, she asked him about the d’sur she saw rising from the ground. Even in this room, she saw the d’sur coming from the floor. Most of it flowed into Preem’s d’dec, but a little still found its way into her wizard’s stone. Preem’s denial surprised her. He didn’t see the d’sur until it exited from his d’dec.
When she heard a clock strike noon, she whispered, “I don’t need my foot to fly.”
Zenii didn’t respond, so she returned to her duties. But she was thankful for their short time together. “I love you, Preem Forma.”
“I love you, Brodia Raffun.”
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The Count


Preem sat in the blue chair near the fireplace, leaving the overstuffed chair for Brodia, who had her injured foot propped up two feet from the flames. Preem held the count’s riding crop, studying its bone handle. 
When a knock came on the door, he signaled Brodia to remain seated. Sensing Roon’s d’dec outside the door, Preem told the boy to enter. A minute later, Roon was sitting on a ladder-backed chair. Preem saw the anger on his face. “What happened, master Roon?” 
“I had to move my family to a tavern, Zenii,” Roon rushed to say. “The count has visited them to discover where they live.”
Preem asked what had happened and listened to his apprentice’s description. The count was certainly in the middle of a plan. The question was could they stop it? So far, he guessed that they had only made it more difficult. Whatever gambit Harpin’s Grand Wizard was executing, he hadn’t found the right move to stop it.
“You did well, master Roon. Did you agree on a passcode with your father?” Roon’s puzzled look was answer enough. “As you noted, it will be dangerous to them if you go to see them in person. So how will they know any message comes from you?”
“I forgot, Zenii.” Roon’s chagrined expression pulled at Preem’s heart.
“We’ll get them a good codeword later. Something only you and your parents would think of.” Preem tapped the boy’s knee to assure him it would work out. “The important thing is that you got your family away from the count’s attention.”
Preem went back to studying the count’s riding crop. For the umpteenth time, he considered breaking it into pieces to see if there was indeed a d’dec hidden somewhere. Another knock at the door startled him. But he quickly waved Roon to answer the door.
Outside the door was a man dressed in the green of a royal messenger. “Grand Wizard,” the messenger began sternly, “the king requests your presence in the Council Chambers.”
“Thank you,” Preem called out from his chair. He thought for a second before adding, “Please convey our regards to his highness and inform him that both of Otanic’s wizards will be there promptly.” Watching the puzzled look roll across the messenger’s face amused him, but he offered no further explanation. The messenger quickly hid his confused look as he strode away.
“Brodia, come. The king’s commanded our presence at his privy council.” He waited as she gingerly pulled on Tarin’s boot over her sore foot. To her credit, she didn’t ask him why she was going with him to see the king. And, if he was being honest with himself, Preem didn’t fully understand his decision to have her accompany him. He just sensed that it was appropriate.
Preem pulled on his tall dark-gray hat. Brodia placed her pear-green beret on her head, pulling it over the bandage that still wrapped her forehead. She straightened the two ribbons hanging from its side.
Keeping silent, Preem walked along the thick rug covering the Palace corridor toward the Council Chambers. He adjusted his stride to match Brodia’s limp as she used her branch wand as a walking stick.
He saw how her straight beetle-black hair, dropping from under her green hat, accentuated the ribbons. He smiled. He was about to ask her how many bandages she now wore but realized it was also part of an apprentice's life.
The council meeting was already in progress when they entered. King Attim sat at the head of the long dark table in his ornate, high-backed chair. The ministers sat along each side of the table, leaving five unoccupied chairs furthest from the king. The king stood as Preem entered with Brodia; the ministers hustled to stand too. Preem bowed to his king, catching Brodia’s curtsey out of the corner of his eye. “Your Majesty,” Preem said.
The king remained standing. “We see you carry the tarner now,” he said to Brodia. “Does this mean we are to congratulate you on your richly deserved promotion? We are happy to see it as our realm will need your services. You have rewarded our trust in you.” Preem heard a mumbled agreement from the other ministers. The king’s words felt like a punch to Preem’s gut. He was left stammering for a reply. 
Unexpectedly, Brodia came to his rescue. “I have adopted this branch to be my wand, sire. I am not yet promoted to journeyman.”
“Ahh, we see,” the king said graciously, staring at Preem. “We believe you are ready, Apprentice Brodia, and suspect your Zenii is reluctant to let his eaglet fly free like any other eagle.” The king paused. “Brodia has developed her wings quicker than you, Wizard Preem?” the king commented humorously. He sat, and the ministers followed suit with the sound of chair legs scraping on a stone floor.
“Indeed,” Preem acknowledged once he sat. “Need sires application, your Highness.”
“And our needs are great, which is why we have requested your presence here. Minister Fenaton, will you summarize our situation?”
“Sire,” Fenaton said. Turning to face Preem, he said, “We have received intelligence of another six Harpin renegades moving toward the city from the north. Our reports place them thirty leagues away, though they will be much closer by now.” The council chamber’s table included an inlaid map of the fourth kingdom. General Fenaton indicated a village just north of Kefnu. “We expect them to be near Grallan village.”
“It is the same ploy,” Preem said. The general nodded his agreement. “We can meet it with the same defense.” Preem glanced at Brodia, who was looking at the map. He felt trapped. Unable to leave the king unguarded, he must send Brodia on this mission. “However, the Gray Wizard remains unaccounted for. He may support these troops hoping to ambush any response we send.”
“What do you suggest?” the king asked.
It was the situation Preem dreaded the most. For the good of the realm, it had to be Brodia’s mission. For the good of his heart, it couldn’t be Brodia. Everything about Sarn’s lessons on one master came to haunt him in these few seconds as he prepared himself to answer. “Brodia must fly soldiers to meet this threat, sire. She has fought the Gray Wizard twice and knows his weaknesses now.” He glanced at Brodia, hoping he was right. She gave him the slightest nod of encouragement. “The troops can organize the local militia to cover enemy patrols from the north or east of the capital.”
“Wizard Brodia, you can fly our troops this far?” General Fenaton asked. “They are much heavier than Wizard Preem’s family.” 
Brodia assured him it wouldn’t be a problem for her.
“Yesterday, she was injured as she defeated Harpin’s Gray Wizard,” Preem said. “And yet she still flew my family from Clovermouth to here.” Now that they had made the decision, he felt relief, at least until he had to bid her farewell.
“We heard a report of this attack,” the king said. “We would appreciate a fuller report from Apprentice Brodia.
Preem listened as Brodia described the attack. Her calm narrative and emphasis on Roon’s role pleased him. At the end of her report, the room was silent, deferring to the king for any comment.
“One of these ‘spearpoints’ passed through your foot. Yet you flew after the villain until he disappeared.” The king paused, looking directly at Preem. “Is this their hiding ability that you warned us about, Wizard Preem?”
“Indeed, sire. I sensed the Gray Wizard’s stone snuffing out twice. The first time was when he fled from Brodia in Clovermouth. Then I sensed it disappear after he tried to ambush Brodia near Bigbend.”
“We have not heard of this second time, sir Wizard.” The king looked to his ministers, who shook their heads. “Clearly, the Gray Wizard failed. Is he so bad a wizard?”
Preem waved his hand to Brodia to give her assessment of the Gray Wizard. “He is a coward, sire,” she said. “I was able to stall him and then flew faster than him. I believe he was scared to get too close.” She paused before adding, “His magic is stronger than mine. He has at least three years more experience than me, sire.”
“But the villain is not tenacious like you,” the king said. “Now, sir Wizard, is your family safe in Kefnu?” Preem told them that his family was staying in a tavern nearby. King Attim nodded his approval before turning his attention back to Brodia. “And your family. Are they in our capital?” Brodia shook her head sadly. “Then we also grant you our blessings in bringing your family to safety at the earliest chance.”
“Thank you, your Highness.”
“Very good. Now we wish to turn our attention to a different matter,” the king said. “Grand Wizard Preem, please stand,” the King intoned formally. Surprised, Preem stood. “We bestow on you the title ‘Count of Clovermouth’ in recognition of your services,” King Attim said before adding casually. “And because we cannot allow Harpin’s Wizard to have a title when our Grand Wizard does not.”
Preem felt numb; he didn’t need this. He looked at the ministers, hoping for support in avoiding this title. But the ministers all seemed to know already. “Your Majesty, I don’t know –”
“Nonsense, my lord. It is the king’s prerogative, and we will use it when we see fit.” Preem could only bow his acceptance. The king waved him to sit. Several banners hung on the walls behind the ministers, making Preem wonder what his banner should be. He pondered how an apprentice leather smith from the coast could become a lord. But in the end, it was only a piece of paper. It would not change him, or that he was first a Defender of Vosj. 
“Now, back to our plans,” King Attim said. “You suggest sending soldiers to Grallan to organize the militia in the nearby villages to repel attacks by these Harpin vagabonds. Minister Fenaton, how many soldiers can we spare for this?”
“Eight men should be enough, sire. If Wizard Brodia can fly that many to Grallan, the men can disburse from there.”
“I can manage that many, sire,” Brodia acknowledged quickly. “And if I have permission, I can fly from there to my home village to bring my family into the capital.”
“Then it is decided,” the King said. “Apprentice Brodia will transport eight of the King’s Regiment to Grallan. From there, she can go to her home village to bring her family to Kefnu.”
“What time will you need the soldiers to be ready, my lord?”
It took a few seconds of silence before Preem realized Minister Fenaton had addressed the question to him. “I’m sorry, Minister,” he said sheepishly. He thought through the logistics quickly. Brodia should eat before leaving. Also, he needed some time with her before she left. “A hand from now in the Royal Gardens by the West Tower. They should dress warmly, as it can be cold when flying,” he said firmly.
[image: image-placeholder]After the king dismissed them, Preem sauntered back to their rooms, wanting some time alone with Brodia. She limped along beside him, still wearing his brother-in-law’s boots. The rough and make-ready attitude of wizards touched his heart, as it had never done before.
They passed slowly down a hall covered in soft plush rugs, with many historical tapestries on the walls along with several thin-bladed rapiers and lances adorned with the yellow tassels of the King’s Regiment. Though he’d taken this route to talk, he was unsure how to begin a conversation about promotion to journeyman wizard. The king’s bestowing a title on him only made things harder. Though his feelings about her promotion were complex, his plan hadn’t been. Now that simple denial seemed much harder to maintain.
“Should we still call you Zenii?” Brodia asked, breaking the awkward silence.
“I would like it if we acted as if King Attim hadn’t conferred this unneeded title on me,” Preem replied. “Let the people do as they wish. But we are a team with its rules established over the past millennium of wizardry.”
“People earn titles every day. Some are well-earned, others not,” Brodia replied. “But you earned this title, Zenii.”
“I care not,” he said, seeing a way to make his point. “Titles are limiting. It makes people think they no longer need to work hard.”
“I see.”
“Do you, Brodia?” He stopped, wanting to make sure she understood him. “You earned the title Journeyman Wizard weeks ago. But I held back, knowing you felt the pressure to improve rapidly, to prove to me that you deserved it. I didn’t want to release that pressure. Now, see how much stronger you have become in the last week. You have gained half a year’s worth of grand wizard knowledge.”
“Need is the sire of application,” Brodia mused as if now understanding the words he’d used thirty minutes ago.
“Indeed. And will you still feel the need to apply yourself once you have attained your desired goal?” Preem began walking again before he continued instructing his precious student. “This war is like nothing seen before in the kingdoms of Vosj. Grand wizards will be battling each other. Each will need an apprentice guarding their backs because it will take all our concentration to defeat the other grand wizard.”
“You want to see that I’m strong enough to kill the Gray Wizard, Zenii,” Brodia announced. Preem agreed, pleased that she understood now. Then Brodia added, “But I’m motivated by more than that. I feel the weight of all the girls who’ll follow me. I have to be the strongest for them too.”
Preem nodded, happy at her answer. He’d taken a risk a year ago, which he had never regretted.
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Under the Palace


Alom strolled behind Nip along the street toward the King’s Keep. Nip had a pronounced limp, though Alom made a point of ignoring it. It was part of the street code not to draw attention to any injuries. Glancing behind him, he saw the newly risen Prepio peeking through light clouds as its light shone off the wet cobblestones. A drizzle fell, but he didn’t care and doubted Nip did either. If strangers saw the pair, they’d guess the street urchin was leading a young man to a private place for a quick dalliance. 
It was Alom’s first independent mission of any consequence. That Zenii trusted him with this effort to find a secret way into the Palace was significant. He would not let his teacher down. The light rain covered Alom’s frizzy black hair with tiny droplets that shone in Prepio’s colorless light. He’d pulled up the collar on his brown jerkin. “Is it far?” he asked as they crossed a dark alley.
“Na ta far, sirs,” Nip replied without turning his head. He carried a short pole with a lantern hanging from its end. “Ya wonts get wet none.”
“I don’t care about rain,” Alom laughed. “And this is less than an old woman pissing into a gale.” Nip glanced back, grinning. Alom had been trying to penetrate Nip’s natural wariness for a while. “You can call me Alom. There’s no need to keep airs around me, Nip.”
“Ya’s a gentlemans, fa sure. Gotta keep me’s place, sirs.”
“Wasn’t so long ago; I was a beggar myself,” Alom said, deciding to reveal his history of living on the streets of Harpin City for two years. “I wasn’t no gentleman. I was lucky I caught my master’s eye when I was about your age.”
“A street boy, ya say,” Nip said, continuing to lead Alom through the wet streets of Kefnu. “What’s ya lord likes then? I’s don’t trust none of ‘em.”
“He’s demanding but fair. Feed’s me well, don’t hit me none, and don’t ask for any special favors.” As they passed another tavern, Alom looked for a beggar; they must be taking shelter. Harpin City was colder than this southern city, so he thought the beggars here were soft. “Of course, I don’t trust him fully. But he treats me reasonably.”
Nip slowed to limp along beside him. “Not fars now, Alom.”
Nip’s language, coupled with the dark wet streets, brought back memories of street life. Not all the memories were bad. There was a sense of common cause among the beggars, a feeling of belonging that he missed as the count’s apprentice. One of the rules of the Harpin streets was to keep quiet to not draw attention to yourself unless you wanted it.
Alom walked in silence; ahead, he could make out the curtain wall of the King’s Keep peeking over the top of the dark rooftops. Finally, Nip turned right along a narrow alley into the darker shadows. Alom could make out a few buildings on each side of the blind alley.
“Here,” Nip held the pole, so the lantern illuminated a hole in the ground between the two buildings on the left side of the alley. Alom shuffled up to the hole, peering down into the blackness. Nip lowered the lantern, so Alom could see the steps. “Downs here’s,” Nip said. “The tunnels are downs here’s.”
“I’ll follow you, Nip.”
Nip set off confidently down the steps. Alom followed behind, resting his hand on the hilt of his dagger. It would be foolish of him to trust his life with Nip while his wand was with Zenii. Alom was in his second year as an apprentice, so now he felt naked without his wand. But his liege needed it more than him. Even though this was a strange city, he felt more at home as they dropped below the street level. He’d grown up in the tunnel warrens under Harpin City.
At the bottom of the steps, Alom followed Nip as he turned left to enter a small lightless room. On the far side, Alom spotted a wooden door. It creaked as Nip grabbed the metal handle and leaned back to pull it open. More steps took them far down in a spiral that ended at another door that was half the height of a normal door.
“Tunnel’s on otha sides,” Nip announced before leaning his shoulder against the thick wooden door to push it open.
Alom ducked through the doorway and stood in a low, narrow brick-lined tunnel. The rounded ceiling was less than a foot above his head, while the tunnel was wide enough for three boys to stand side-by-side. The lantern’s light couldn’t penetrate more than twenty feet in either direction, revealing yellow-tinged bricks. It was identical to the tunnels under Harpin City. “Which way?” Alom asked.
Nip didn’t answer. Instead, he set off at a steady pace to their left. A few feet farther on, Alom noted another tunnel that crossed at an angle. A minute later, he followed as Nip turned right into the second crossing tunnel. Alom saw a wooden door on the right. “Where’s this one go to?”
“A wines seller’s cavern,” Nip replied. “The mans keep it locked.”
“Ha. But that doesn’t stop Nip if I’m any judge of ability. Do you go in to get some for yourself?”
The boy slapped his hand on the door but didn’t answer the question. Alom knew Nip didn’t trust him yet, so he waved Nip on. The boy took the next left turn along a broader tunnel.
[image: image-placeholder]After what Alom guessed was another hundred feet, Nip said softly, “We’s under the Palace.”
Alom glanced at the tunnel’s rounded ceiling. Somewhere above him was his Zenii’s mastyon. Until he could get it back to his teacher, Alom would remain wandless and vulnerable. He needed Nip to be more than an informant. He needed him to be a part of the team.
“Do you like the king?” Alom whispered, scared that someone might hear him, as they walked softly down the middle of the tunnel. It was silly, he thought, to think that this tunnel was anything special just because it went under the Palace. Even if he wasn’t in the wolf’s den, he was under it.
“Don’ts care. Thems lords are all the sames. Kicks or beats me if they’s sees me,” Nip responded, glancing around as if they were nearby to beat him some more. “Got na loves for ‘em.”
“Me neither, Nip. The lords are the same in Harpin too, except for the count. However, the king here keeps the magic to himself. And the wizard is a monster who crushes men for pleasure.” Yarin had been his fellow apprentice. That green-beret bitch had killed him. “And he lets the Bitch Witch practice magic.”
“Never heards of na poke wizard afore, neither,” Nip commented.
“I bet you’d make a good wizard, Nip. But they won’t look at you except to kick you.”
“Or fuck me,” Nip added resentfully.
“Right,” Alom agreed, remembering all those times. “But Count Quon won’t ever do that. He just wants King Attim to share the magic with other kingdoms.”
“Here’s the gate,” Nip said, lowering his voice. “Its goes ta tha Palace, but me don’ts knows where.”
Alom gazed at the gate in the torchlight. A layer of dust covered the thick bars. “You sure you don’t know where in the Palace this leads?” Nip shook his head. “Come on, Nip. We’re friends now.”
Nip stood shuffling his feet, glancing several times at Alom, who waited patiently for Nip to decide what side he was on. Finally, he answered, “Tha kitchen cellar.”
Good, Alom could risk entering a cellar. He tugged on the gate. When it didn’t budge, he took the pole from Nip to shine the lantern through the gate. He carefully scanned the walls on each side. Then he spied a missing brick high on the left-hand wall, a good place to hide a key. Next, he studied the tunnel wall outside the gate, eventually spotting a brick with no mortar keeping it in place. Alom gently kicked the brick, which was a couple of feet from the gate, near the floor.
“Ya must bes a street boy,” Nip said, with a tinge of admiration. Alom smiled at Nip and pulled out the loose brick. Inside, he found a rusty key. “I ain’ts going in,” the beggar boy said firmly.
“Just me. I won’t take long.” Alom turned the key in the gate’s lock. The click was loud enough to wake any ghosts loitering under the Palace. Gathering his resolve, he said, “I’ll take a peek. Wait for me here.”
Handing back the lantern, Alom pulled open the iron gate, surprised at how quietly it swung open. He stepped cautiously through. After ten feet, the way turned left. In the shadow cast by the lantern, Alom felt the first step. With one glance back at Nip watching through the gateway, he began climbing up, around, and around a spiral stone stairway. After one turn, it was totally black. He crawled on his hands and feet, ignoring the dusty cobwebs he passed through. More than once, he had to cough softly as the dust filled the air.
He'd lost count of the turns when the steps ended on a stone platform. Ahead, he saw a faint rectangular outline of light. Crawling still, he felt his way to the dim light before resting his hand on a door made of wood. Holding his breath, he listened for any sound from the other side. None. A hole halfway up the door shone out a pale-yellow light, Alom peeked through to find a small room with shelves filled with sacks of vegetables. The room was empty.
Alom began searching for a key, feeling the bricks around the door frame, seeking the loose brick he expected to find. Instead, his fingers found a key hanging from a small hook. Just then, he heard a soft noise on the other side of the door. Peering again through the key’s hole, he saw a young boy filling a large reed-weaved bowl with potatoes from a sack. The boy wore a red and yellow checkered uniform.
Perfect, Alom thought. Nothing better than a uniform for becoming inconspicuous. Satisfied, Alom waited for the boy to leave the room. Then he felt his way back to the spiral stairway down until he saw the yellow glow from Nip’s lantern ahead.
As he stepped out into the light, he saw Nip duck out of sight. “It’s me, Nip.” The beggar boy’s head reappeared with a sheepish smile. “Thank you for not leaving me in the dark.” Alom fished out a crown to give to Nip.
“Na needs for that’s. We’s friends.”
Alom nodded, slipped the coin back into his pocket, and dusted himself off. It was another part of the code; you didn’t pay for help from a friend. And he’d need a friend he could trust for the next time he came into these tunnels.
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A Nickname


Brodia sat on the ornate bench in the lower tier of the royal gardens. Zenii had insisted on her resting the whole morning, followed by a complete lunch. So, she felt a little too full as she twiddled with her branch-wand. She was alone with Preem, who had a blue-wrapped parcel on his lap. They were waiting for the signal from Roon that the troops were ready to leave for Grallan. 
She felt that now was a good time to suggest an idea that came to her in the morning. “The Harpinians have been very deceptive. We should be too.” She paused as it was uncomfortable making suggestions to her Zenii. However, he encouraged her to continue. “We have the count’s mastyon. If we had a replica of it, we could deceive him into making a mistake.”
“That’s a wonderful idea,” he replied. Brodia loved how he could grasp the most complex of ideas in a second. It was as if they were two dancers twirling around the village square at the Spring Festival. However, neither could dance more than three steps before looking hopeless.
With that idea delivered, she focused on something else that plagued her. “Do you think I’m ready?” she said. Earlier, she pushed for the chance to fly the soldiers. Now, she had her doubts.
“You’ll be fine. Spread your gripping fists wider to give more stability and move the soldiers around until you can balance the platform.” Preem paused. They were both staring across the Otan River at the farmlands stretching as far as they could see. The closest village was barely distinguishable from the green of the fields. “Do you know how to find Grallan?” he asked. Brodia shook her head. “Follow the river north to the old watchtower, then follow the road that crosses the bridge. That bridge is the Grallan bridge; the road leads to the village.”
“Yes, Zenii.” Brodia managed to keep any nervousness out of her voice.
“This is for your flight.” Preem gave her the package. “It served me well for many years.”
Curious over what it could be, Brodia gently released the dark-blue ribbon to unwrap the parcel. She found Preem’s brown leather coat that he had worn for the last year. It was part of a journeyman’s uniform. But why now? She wasn’t a journeyman wizard yet. Initially, the sight frustrated her before that feeling morphed into determination. “I’ll earn this,” she whispered as she pulled it on. It was the perfect length, leaving her wondering if Preem had altered it for her.
“Did I tell you about the scariest flight I ever made?” he asked. She shook her head, eager to hear one of his wonderfully detailed stories that always carried a moral with a touch of humor. “Umm, that was lax of me.”
She had the sense he wasn’t going to tell her. At one time, his taciturn ways frustrated her, but now she enjoyed the game. She would remind him to tell the story tonight. Her thoughts were interrupted by Roon’s triple pulse, telling them that the troops had assembled in the upper tier of the gardens.
“Brodia, please fly me to the troops,” Preem said as he stood.
She stared at him, struggling to believe what he’d just said. Was he judging her? If she messed up, would it mean no promotion to journeyman wizard? Nervousness threatened to ruin her technique as she formed the lifting platform. She sat cross-legged in the middle while Zenii sat beside her, laying his mastyon on the platform beside him. Keeping her wand away from her head, Brodia clasped her two gripping fists on crenels above her. Slowly she lifted them over the ramparts to the upper tier. This was far scarier than flying Preem’s family. Crossing the top, she saw the assembled troops; eight large men plus an officer. But flying Preem was still more terrifying. Then she knew the story Preem hadn’t told her about his scariest flight.
Preem had his arms folded to make it clear that he wasn’t controlling the flying. Brodia landed her platform near the soldiers who watched her closely. Making a point of thanking her, Preem climbed off her platform. Deferring to Preem, she stood, unsure what to do or say.
Zenii cleared the sense of doubt that hung in the air. “The Green Wizard commands this mission; you must follow her orders.”
“Begging your pardon, my lord,” the officer began, “but can she fly eight men?”
“She pulled a tree out of the ground three days ago,” Roon offered quickly. Brodia rounded on him, putting her fingers to her lips to shut him up.
“Brodia has my full faith, Lieutenant. And you have your orders.”
She formed her lifting hand, making it wide enough for the eight big men. Seven men carried a long spear with a yellow tassel under the blackened tip. Thinking about the platform’s balance, she told the two largest men to sit on either side of her. The two men hesitated. “We’re wasting daylight,” she said firmly, realizing she must use a heavy hand with these men.
The two men sat on the platform, then the next heaviest pair, and so on, until the lightest pair sat furthest away. The men held their spears straight up, and only the sergeant had both hands free. None of the soldiers wore an overcoat. She guessed they would be regretting that choice soon.
Carefully she rose a foot above the lawn. Her platform wanted to tip to her right, so she asked the man furthest away on her left to move further out. When the platform was stable, she rose higher, ignoring the short gasps from the men. One of the men almost fell off the platform backward. So, she told them all to lie on their stomachs.
Feeling the platform wobble a little, Brodia spread out her gripping fists. “Are you all ready?” Without waiting for a response, she lifted the platform over the edge of the Royal Garden’s parapet. The Otan River ran alongside the rocky bluffs five hundred feet below them. She dropped the platform to the river’s eastern bank, smiling at the new round of gasps from the men.
Following Zenii’s advice, she spread her gripping fists as wide as possible by using trees on both sides of the river. It helped to keep the platform steady, though it did sway a little from side to side. She couldn’t allow her concentration to lapse for even one second.
It was ten leagues to the old watchtower that stood at the confluence of the West River with the Otan River. It took Brodia a hand to reach this point. The Grallan Bridge was half a league beyond the tower. It was the second time she had seen this ancient tower, but the first time from the air. Now she could see the ruined top, exposing the half-rotted wooden beams that once held up the roof. The ancient ruin looked so fragile that Brodia decided not to use it as an anchor for her gripping fists, choosing instead to attach a gripping fist to the central pillar of the Grallan Bridge. She pulled hard on that gripping fist, making the wind whistle through the prone soldiers.
Minutes later, she turned her platform to the east to follow the road that would eventually bring them to the village. On the bridge, she saw a wagon with a few people walking beside it. They all looked up, pointing as she passed overhead. Brodia could imagine that she would be the topic of stories recounted around wintery campfires for years.
The flight of the Green Wizard. Would it be a story that ended well or in tragedy? The thought made her morbid, so she banished the ideas from her mind to concentrate on her gripping fists to keep the platform steady.
Once she settled into a routine of finding anchor points along the Grallan Road, she turned her thoughts to seeing her mother again. She even looked forward to seeing Ipin, the pest that was her younger brother. However, the Gray Wizard lurked somewhere, and she was acutely aware that he could also be looking for her family. To get to Widemouth, she needed to get these soldiers to Grallan as quickly as possible. So, as she became comfortable with the balance of the flying platform, Brodia risked increasing her speed.
Brodia covered the fifteen leagues to Grallan village in one hand. It meant she would have time to fly to Widemouth once she completed her duties here. Brodia dropped to rooftop level as she saw people running into their houses. She wished she didn’t scare the people, but until she could land, the sight of nine people swooping through the air must be terrifying. It brought back memories of the first flying wizard she saw. Brodia quickly decided to land outside a village next time.
Ahead, she saw the open patch of the village square with the colorful market stalls along its eastern side. She dropped lower as villagers scattered from the green. She landed on the grass near the village’s only stone building, which must be the elder’s house.
Once she dissolved the platform, she felt the fatigue hit her. The mental effort of keeping the platform steady had drained her.
Slowly the men pushed themselves up. “Can we get off?” the sergeant asked. She just nodded, feeling stiff from the cold. 
The soldiers moved slowly, too, another point she took notice of. Next time she should give them a chance to warm up in case her landing encountered enemy soldiers. As the soldiers stamped their muscles back to life, she looked around, happy to find no flashes of Harpinian blue.
This was her first visit to this village, and after a year of traveling with Preem, it was strange to be here without his guiding presence. She remained sitting on the grass as the soldiers continued marching around to get some warmth into their bodies. Next time, these men wouldn’t ignore her Zenii’s advice to wear an overcoat.
“Are you alright, Wizard Brodia?” the sergeant asked.
Her reverie shattered, she smiled wanly as she glanced up at him. “Yes, sergeant. Just tired.” She used a fist to push herself onto her feet. The long leather coat kept the worst of the wind out, but she still felt chilled to the bone. The one positive is that the cold had also numbed her left foot.
Coming across the square was a large man dressed in a dark-blue doublet. She limped forward in front of the soldiers, who were forming up under the sergeant’s direction. The elder stared at the men behind her. “Elder?” she said as he reached her. His puzzled look amused her as his eyes shifted to her, then her pear-green beret and long leather coat. This man recovered quickly.
“Wizard Brodia, I assume. Congratulations on making the tarner.” She didn’t correct his misinterpretation of her branch-wand or leather coat. He extended his arm, and she clasped it. “I’m Elder Gotaan, welcome to Grallan.” She saw his attention drift to the eight beefy men dressed in dark-red uniforms. “Your arrival is well-timed. The day before yesterday, a squad of Harpin soldiers passed through. Are these men the kingdom’s response?”
“They are, Elder Gotaan,” she replied. Brodia waved the sergeant to join her with the elder. “Do you know where the Harpin soldiers were going?”
“Of course, they didn’t say. But they left on the road that goes to Big Oak.”
The enemy was at least a day ahead of them. In that thought, she knew she couldn’t go to Widemouth today. “What did they do here?” she asked.
The elder described the soldiers forcing the villagers into the meeting hall. But then, they walked out of the village without doing anything further. A young boy from a farm on the Big Oak Road came to tell the elder that the soldiers walked past his farmhouse.
Brodia glanced at the sergeant. “We should pursue them. Do you want to leave any of your men here?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll select two men to garrison the village; then, we can chase these bastards down.” The sergeant paused as if uncertain of his authority. “Can you fly us again?”
She nodded. “Of course, Sergeant.” Resisting the temptation to be flippant about his previous reluctance to fly, she added, “We should start as soon as we can.”
As the sergeant rejoined his men, Brodia spoke to the elder, gathering as much information about the enemy as possible. There were six of them, armed only with swords. The elder described them as young, making her wonder if Harpin considered them expendable.
The sergeant rejoined her. She saw two soldiers walking across the square, leaving five men with spears, plus the sergeant. “Are we ready, sergeant?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Brodia formed her three-inch-thick lifting platform again. This time the soldiers sat quickly as if this was normal practice for them. Once a few feet above the square, the soldiers moved to lie on their stomachs. Holding the platform steady, she asked a couple of soldiers to move slightly until she was satisfied the platform was stable.
“Good luck,” she said to Elder Gotaan.
“Go with the Gods,” he replied formally.
She lifted above the rooftops before selecting two anchor points beyond the village. Pulling hard, she whisked her platform out of the village, hoping she was leaving a lasting memory of a wizard’s power. After all, as Preem loved to say, a wizard has a reputation to maintain. She followed the Big Oak Road to the south.
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia settled her platform above the roadway. The disappointment of not going to Widemouth dominated her thoughts. The Gray Wizard was out in Otanic’s farmlands with a mission from Harpin’s grand wizard. Was he searching for her family? Did Harpin even know where she originally came from? Since she didn’t know where Preem came from before becoming his apprentice, it was easy to assume they didn’t. But then, they were spies, not ordinary people as she had been. 
Her concerns threatened to consume her, so she searched for something else to distract her. After the flight from Kefnu, she felt more confident. So, she decided to strike up a conversation with the soldiers. It would be at least a hand before they could expect to see enemy soldiers. 
“How does it feel, sergeant?” she asked. He mumbled something in return without moving his head. She faked a laugh. “C’mon. How often do you get the chance to fly like a bird?” No response. This may be their second flight, but they were scared still. She found herself to be in sympathy with these burly men. “Sergeant, what’s your name?” she asked, keeping her tone light.
“Sergeant Willan, ma’am,” he quickly replied, as if talking risked the platform’s stability.
“Wizard Brodia,” she corrected, deciding the title might instill more confidence in the soldiers. “Don’t worry. I haven’t dropped anyone ... yet.” Brodia raised the lifting-hand to four hundred feet to widen the view. Few people traveled the road this afternoon, though they did pass two large wagons heading south. “I haven’t ridden much, but I think the view is better up here.”
“I would rather be on the road, ma’ ... Wizard Brodia. I grew up with horses, and I understand them. Not this flying I don’t.”
“’Tis a good point, sergeant. How long does riding from the Grallan to Big Oak take?” She kept up the conversation, sensing the sergeant was beginning to relax a little more. He even risked adjusting his body so he could look at her.
“With hard riding, we can make it in a day,” Sergeant Willan said. “It’s fifteen leagues if you don’t pass through the capital.”
“That would take me two days to walk. But today, we’ll get to the village in two hands.”
“Then you’ll always be flying in the future. Though I’d still prefer to be in control, sir Wizard.” Then a second later, his face flushed as he apologized, “Sorry, ma’am, I’ve never addressed a woman wizard before.”
“Very few have, sergeant. Don’t concern yourself too much with it,” she said. The heavy-set man turned to rest on his side as he smiled warmly at her. She kept her face calm, watching the road ahead. She was suddenly worried in case he got the wrong message. Does the fool think I’m flirting with him? The lifting hand was moving along as she constantly reached out to hook onto new trees in the distance that were well to each side of the Big Oak Road. “I hope I’m walking it next time, sergeant,” she commented after a short silence. “We only fly in emergencies.”
“Have you been flying for long?” the sergeant said, clearly more relaxed now.
She laughed again, genuinely this time. “Wrong question, sergeant. This is my fourth flight with passengers but the first time with heavy men.” She watched as the color drained from the sergeant’s face, and he turned back onto his stomach. She reached over to pat his shoulder. “You’ll make it.”
The next ten minutes passed in silence. Brodia was curious about something and decided she had a captive audience to address what was a mystery for her. “Sergeant, can you tell me something?” she began, talking over the noise of the wind that must be chilling the men. “Why do all the soldiers dislike Wizard Preem?”
The sergeant squirmed around to stare at her. “We don’t hate him, madam Wizard. He’s a powerful man. That’s all. He can hurt or kill any of us, and we can’t do a thing to protect ourselves.” The sergeant paused as he battled with himself over saying anything more. “Beggin your pardon, ma’am. But wizards are frightening people.”
“I know him well, Sergeant Willan. He wouldn’t harm you.” She glanced at the man lying on her lifting hand. The other men remained on their stomachs, appearing to ignore their conversation. “Well, not unless you try to harm King Attim. So, there’s no real need to fear him.”
“He has another name, ma’am. One that we all remember when we see him.”
“The Bone Crusher?” she murmured. “Do you know the story behind his nickname?” The sergeant shook his head. “Some men were sent from Harpin to assassinate King Attim. A young apprentice named Preem stopped them,” she explained slowly, concentrating on the road ahead. “The King’s Guard needed to know which council member had conspired to kill the king, so Preem squeezed one of the attackers until he confessed. Because of apprentice Preem, they saved the king and stopped any more attacks.” The sergeant just lay there without responding. She dropped her eyes to look at him quickly. “Was that a bad thing, sergeant?”
“No, Wizard Brodia.”
She continued to gaze ahead, picking out her gripping points to pull the platform forward. Then, impulsively, she asked, “Do I have a nickname too, Sergeant Willan? I mean, one that’s different from the Green Wizard?” When no response came, she smiled. “I guess the answer is yes, then. I wonder what it can be,” she continued impishly. The sergeant turned back to watch the road. “Come on, mister Willan. I’m curious.”
The sergeant shook his head. “I’d rather not say, ma’am.”
“Did you select this name for me?” The sergeant shook his head no. “Then I wouldn’t blame you for it. So, tell me.” Brodia kept her voice light but insistent. Besides, she wanted to know what it was now that she knew one existed.
“The Bitch Witch,” the sergeant mumbled, barely loud enough for her to hear.
The name surprised her. She never imagined anyone caring enough about her to nickname her. But, as she mulled over the insulting name, she decided she liked it. It gave her power, even notoriety. Something a wizard could use, just as she’d seen Preem use his nickname whenever he wanted to scare someone into telling him the truth without hurting them. “Thank you, sergeant.”
For the next thirty minutes, she chatted with Sergeant Willan. Even a couple of the other men joined in, though they were careful not to talk over the sergeant. After a hand of flying, the sergeant told his men to keep watch for the Harpinian soldiers. They wouldn’t get further than fifteen leagues if they were on foot. In silence, Brodia continued to pull the lifting hand toward Big Oak, four hundred feet above the roadway.
The village appeared ahead, so she slowed. Brodia lowered her lifting hand beside the roadway. When they were all sitting on the grass, she told the sergeant they could warm up. Soon they all marched into the deserted village square. As she looked around, she wondered where the people were. She saw nothing unusual.
Then, as she asked the sergeant for his thoughts, a lone man ran across the empty square. “So quick!” he called out to the sergeant. “How did you know?”
“What, sir?” Brodia asked the out-of-breath man.
He ignored her, continuing to address the sergeant. “Come now; they’re still here. One has my daughter.” The villager went to grab the sergeant’s arm, then thought better of it. “The enemy. They’re here, but we’re stopping them.” The sergeant asked where the enemy was. The man pointed back the way he’d run. “Just beyond those houses.”
She nodded when the sergeant glanced at her. “Go. I’ll catch up.” The soldiers followed the villager at the run across the square. Brodia’s foot wouldn’t let her jog, so she hobbled as fast as possible, leaning heavily on her branch-wand. By the time she reached the edge of the square, the pain in her foot was tormenting her.
When she passed between the houses, she forgot about her foot. She faced a mass of villagers carrying knives, pitchforks, and any other weapons they could find. One even had a scythe resting on his shoulder. Beyond the group, she saw several men wearing light-blue uniforms.
The sergeant was organizing his men as he pulled the villagers back. Soon the situation became clear. Brodia saw five Harpinian soldiers holding knives to the throats of three children and two women. The sergeant had his five men surrounding the group. Each soldier leveled his spear at an enemy soldier, five spears against five soldiers. It could end quickly, but not without losing the hostage’s lives.
“We’ll kill ‘em all,” one of the light-blue soldiers called out, pressing his knife’s blade against a preteen girl’s neck to emphasize his point. “We’re prepared to die for our country. Are you prepared to watch your children die?”
“We’ll not harm you if you let them go,” Sergeant Willan responded. “You’ll be treated as prisoners and returned to Harpin.”
“Not good enough. Let us go,” the enemy leader replied. The sergeant said they couldn’t do that. “Then we’ll kill our hostages.”
Brodia limped up to the sergeant to whisper, “Back off a little; we need a plan.”
“We can’t appear weak in front of our enemies, ma’am. My men can take these bastards out in a second. If we back down, they’ll never get their spears leveled again without losing all the hostages.”
“But you know they’ll kill some of the hostages if we attack,” Brodia said. She watched the Harpin soldiers. They were young and scared, a dangerous combination. “Let’s hold our positions while we make a plan. It could be that charging in is our best tactic, but before we do that, I want to see if there is a better option.”
The sergeant hesitated, then nodded his agreement. He called out to the Harpinian leader, “Give me a few minutes to decide. Hold your places, men.”
She stepped away with Willan, leaving the men standing facing each other. Though Brodia didn’t have a plan yet, she tried to think how Zenii would handle it so the enemy harmed no villagers. A direct confrontation would kill too many innocents. The villagers looked ready to hack the enemy to pieces. The situation could turn into a dogfight in seconds.
“What do you want to do?” Willan asked.
She thought about a nanuj game; she needed the situation to evolve. Let the enemy make the next move so she can wait for them to make a mistake. “We should let them go, or at least make them think they can leave,” she whispered. “Then be ready to exploit a mistake.” Sergeant Willan glanced at her as if she was crazy. She answered his unasked question, “They can never get away from me. I just don’t want those children killed.” The sergeant nodded before striding back to the ring of his men surrounding the enemy troops.
“We’ll follow you to the edge of the village,” Sergeant Willan called out to the Harpinians. “You will release the hostages there.”
“You’ll stay here; we’ll go alone,” the enemy leader responded.
“We aren’t fools. This is the best we’ll offer.” The sergeant indicated to his men to open a gap for the Harpinians to pass through. “If you harm one of our people, we will have no mercy for any of your men. You will not have easy deaths.” 
The sergeant waved the villagers back. But they did not move to give the Harpin soldiers a way to leave. Brodia picked out the village elder, carrying a length of wood to use as a club. “Elder, let the soldiers handle this,” she said, keeping her voice low. “They have a plan to capture the enemy and free the hostages. With the grace of the Gods, they can free every one of them.”
The elder stared at her. At first, he shook his head but then seemed to realize that charging in would produce a blood bath. The elder ordered his villagers to let the soldiers deal with the situation. After a few moments, the villagers pulled back, creating a gap for the Harpin soldiers to walk through.
As the enemy troops began walking, holding their hostages in front of them with a knife edge held against their throats, Brodia hobbled along just outside the cordon of Otanic soldiers. She watched the enemy closely, waiting for an opening. The Harpinians formed two abreast, with two behind and the fifth alone at the back, with a little girl as the hostage. It was a mistake to leave one alone at the back.
Forming a gripping fist and spear point, she concentrated on the soldier at the back as she waited. The Harpinians shuffled along, kicking up dust while being careful to keep their knives at the hostage’s necks.
Then she saw a momentary gap between the fifth soldier’s knife and the little girl’s throat. Brodia wrapped a tiny cocoon around the girl’s neck before tripping her enough to make her stumble. When the soldier moved the knife away to avoid accidentally hurting her, Brodia pounced. First, she tripped the soldier hard, so he collapsed in a heap, knocking the little girl down, then Brodia sent her spear point through his heart.
The little girl scrambled to her waiting mother, leaving the Harpinian soldier dead in the dust. The four soldiers in front turned, allowing more gaps to appear between their knives and the hostage's throats. Her training with the four nanuj pieces paid off as Brodia drew four small cocoons around the hostage's throats.
“Now,” she yelled to the sergeant. “Take them now.”
The Otanic soldiers moved to engage the enemy with their spears as she maintained her protection for the hostages. It was over in seconds. Two more Harpinians died, Willan’s men wounded the other two, and all the hostages escaped with no more than a bruise or scrape.
“Did you do that?” Willan asked her as they stood side by side, watching his men restrain the two living enemy soldiers.
“Indeed,” she replied, mimicking her Zenii’s terse language. “However, we do our best to keep our magic hidden. Your men should take all the credit for this good outcome.”
“Magnificent!” the village elder exclaimed as he approached the sergeant. “Well done, Sergeant. How did you get here so quickly?” Sergeant Willan told the elder that a wizard had flown them there. The elder searched around, looking for someone who wasn’t there. 
“Elder?” Brodia said to get his attention.
The elder stared at her, with her green beret, leather coat, and branch-wand that she leaned on casually. She watched, amused, as a new reality suddenly dawned on his face. “You must be Brodia? We’ve heard so many stories about you.”
“The ‘Bitch Witch’ herself,” she said with a broad smile, hiding her discomfort that she was famous. Do any stories include my idiocy from last year? she wondered.
“I would prefer the Green Wizard,” he acknowledged with a bow.
“It doesn’t have the same impact,” she countered. Then it was time to get back to business. “By royal command from his majesty, I have brought eight worthy soldiers from the king’s regiment to help protect the eastern approaches to the city.”
“Your timing is excellent, ma’am. Are more Harpinian soldiers in the area then?” Brodia sensed the elder’s confusion. It would take some time for people to adjust to this fast-moving war that Harpin had started. Hopefully, Otanic would catch up quickly.
“We believe so. Sergeant Willan will let you know what he needs. I must return to Kefnu.”
“My men will go to the patrol house with our prisoners. Please have twelve saddled horses brought to us in the next hand. We will begin patrolling this area immediately.” 
The elder quickly acknowledged the request. As she watched the villagers hug the hostages and clasp arms with the soldiers of the king’s guard, Brodia thought about the encounter with Harpin's soldiers. Today she killed her first person who wasn’t directly attacking her. It left her sad, but she resolved to do whatever she needed to protect her people. However, she hadn’t lost her desire to be a protector of all the poor or ordinary people, especially young women. But first, she had to see the end of this war.
When the sergeant finished giving orders to his men, he returned to ask if he could do anything to help her.
“No, Sergeant. I must go to Kefnu,” she said. “Good luck to you all. I look forward to meeting you again one day, Sergeant Willan.” She reached out her arm and was pleasantly surprised when he grasped it without hesitation.
Brodia thanked him as she formed her four fists. She rose gracefully into the air before smartly reaching out to pull herself hard past the village. Within seconds the air was whistling past her. She wanted to show them all that she could move fast. Knowing there would be stories about her, she wanted to make sure those stories included her prowess as a wizard.
As she flew away, her heart sang at her success in freeing the hostages. But her mind warned that this was a small part of the war; much more would come. Somehow, she doubted she’d get time to recover from the injuries that continued to annoy her.
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“How did it go?” Preem asked as soon as she was sitting beside him. “Did you encounter any problems in Grallan?”
“Nothing in Grallan,” she replied. “It took a while to adjust to carrying so many men. I believe they were not impressed with flying.” She described what they found in Grallan with the Harpin troops passing through a day ago. Preem listened without asking any questions. She stopped abruptly when her story reached the village of Big Oak. Then she added, “Your suggestion on spreading the gripping fists helped a lot. I was able to fly level.”
Preem waited, but when she didn’t add any more details, he asked, “Once in Big Oak, did you have any issues with the elder or any villagers?”
Brodia hesitated for just a second. For some reason, she was reluctant to tell him about the incident there because of her role in ending it. It was as if stopping it was all there was to say. Her part was crucial only to her confidence.
“Apprentice Brodia, was there a problem in Big Oak?” he repeated firmly.
“We found five Harpinian troops holding women and children as hostages.” She paused, wondering if she should include her role. “We stopped them, killing three enemy soldiers without harming a hostage.”
Preem turned to face her, so their knees were touching. “Tell me what happened,” he said. “Tell me all the details, don’t leave anything out, and don’t diminish or exaggerate your role. I need to know my team.”
Brodia began from the moment they marched into Big Oak’s square, and the villager ran up to them. As she got into the story, the details came easier. It was like she was describing one of those shows from the traveling minstrels that stopped by Widemouth once a year. Preem didn’t interrupt.
“I killed a soldier, Zenii,” Brodia said at the end of her story. “A man who wasn’t attacking me, yet I passed a spearpoint through his heart as he lay on the ground. I did it because I could only make four d’sur fists. He was young, with a long life ahead of him.”
“Was this the first time you killed when not directly threatened?”
“You know it is, Zenii. The three soldiers I killed in the spring were attacking me, trying to kill me. But this was different. This man I did not kill in desperation but in calculation.”
“Indeed. You acted as a Defender of Vosj,” Preem said. “How do you feel about it?”
“It was so quick, so spontaneous; I didn’t have time to reflect on it then. Not until I was coming back,” Brodia said, remembering her feelings. “The soldier wanted to kill a little girl. I’m alright about how I stopped him. But should I have done something different and not killed him? What would you have done?” His approval was suddenly the most important thing for her.
“It matters not what I would have done,” Preem spoke slowly in the tone she had come to call his teaching voice. “I wasn’t there, but you were. It’s easy to say I would do this or that differently, but you were the person who saw all the nuances of the situation. So, it is for you alone to make the decision.” He paused as he placed his hand on her knee, sending sparks up her body. “The most important thing is the result. No hostages were harmed.”
She wanted to lay her head on his shoulder, but this was a public place. So, she only murmured, “Yes, Zenii.”
“We must act quickly at times and then live with our choices for a lifetime. But this one was the right decision.” Preem smiled at her before changing the subject. “So, you encouraged them to make a mistake? I doubt that such an approach would have occurred to me. That we find different ways of solving a problem is good. This has been my hope since I freed you from the Brotherhood.” His words moved her. She wished this wasn’t a public place with a guardsman watching them from the door into the palace. 
However, Preem hadn’t promoted her yet. He gave her the trappings of a journeyman wizard but not his recognition, which was far more critical to her. The situation irritated her.
As her frustration grew, so did her anger, making her face hot. Covering her discomfort, she said, “Flying by myself was a thrill.”
“Indeed. It is one of my greatest joys. But it isn’t one we can indulge in often.” Preem stepped to the parapet to look along the Otan River four hundred feet below them. She joined him, sensing he had more to say. “The Gray Wizard is out there, Brodia. Be careful when you are flying by yourself. Especially when you are pandering to the joy of it all.”
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Blossomed 


The sun had barely chased away the night’s darkness when Quon sat in his study with Alom. The apprentice was here to give his report on last night’s visit to the tunnels. However, Quon preferred to update his notes before breakfast. Restricted to his wheeled chair, he made copious notes in his battered, red-leather-bound ledger. Today, he recorded his experiences using his apprentice’s wand. In truth, he was under threat. Although he expected a little danger, he hadn’t anticipated the direness of his situation until today. Alom’s wand didn’t have the familiarity of his mastyon now in the enemy’s hands. 
He lacked the power that came with the understanding he had with the d’dec he had used for more than two decades. Which meant he lacked the strength to execute his fourth option. However, the more Preem clung to the king, the more likely Quon needed to use that alternate approach that would bring death to so many.
At times he felt as magically weak as in his journeyman wizard days. He was a fit young man who loved riding and reading back then. Magic was more of an amusement than a lifelong endeavor. All that changed when Sarn’s shimmering spearpoint sliced through his magical shield before severing his spine. His escape taught him never to give in as well as to dedicate his life to magic so he could avenge the crippling attack.
Quon remained irritated at his weakness. While he stayed hidden from Grand Wizard Preem, he couldn’t determine what was happening, at least not magically. Which meant his secret weapon was also hampering him in ways he was unaccustomed to. His faithful apprentice, Alom, sat reading a book on Otanic history. It meant that Alom had to withstand the worst of this frustration for now.
Having finished his entry in the ledger, Quon twisted his chair to face Alom. “So, you don’t know where my mastyon is right now?” Alom shook his head. “I have no communication with Lihan. My mice can only tell me what’s happening outside the Palace. And I can’t reach any spy inside the Palace because the king banned me from there.” He restated the obvious to emphasize his point. “I need someone else inside the Palace, someone that can enter or leave as needed.” He watched as his favorite apprentice mulled over something in his mind momentarily.
“I can use the tunnels to get into the Palace, my lord,” Alom said firmly. Quon’s trust in the boy’s backbone never wavered. Lihan may be more capable, but he lacked the boy’s courage. “The servants wear a red and yellow checkered uniform. If I get one of them, I can move around easier.”
“Good. Be careful, master Alom. I don’t need a dead apprentice; I need good information on where my mastyon is. Grand Wizard Preem has it, but he won’t leave the king’s side, just as I feared he would. So, where you find the Grand Wizard, you should also find my mastyon.”
Alom closed his book to concentrate on Quon’s words. “I’ll find it, my lord.”
“This mission is dependent on you now. Wizard Lihan is just outside the city to the west. He is on his way to a village fifty leagues north of here. So, this is your chance to show your teacher what you can do,” Quon said. The boy nodded his understanding. Quon added, “I’ll also need you to leave a message for a spy inside the Palace.”
“You have many spies, my lord.”
“But just two inside the palace itself. One to follow the realm’s plans. The other watches the inner workings of the Palace.” Quon took out a small piece of parchment before writing a note. “Contacting the spy directly will put her in danger. So, I’ll tell you where to leave this message.”
“When do you want me to go?”
“First, I need information about what’s happening in the city. Tell Johan to send for Nip and then get us some breakfast.”
Quon was still in the library eating breakfast with Alom when Johan told him Nip had arrived. “What can you tell me about this beggar boy?” he asked his apprentice.
“Street smart, my lord. Resentful of noblemen. Willing to work for a coin,” Alom responded in short statements. “Nothing unusual, my Lord.”
“Resentful of me too?” Quon had no allusions about his likeability, but he wanted to hear how well Alom had judged Nip. Alom confirmed that Nip hated all nobility. “But is he trustworthy?”
“No, my lord. Though I have at least made it past his first barrier,” Alom replied. “He calls me a friend now.”
“Good, master Alom! We must take care to nurture that. I give you leave to speak badly of me if the need arises.”
“Yes, my lord. But I haven’t had to do so. I don’t make you out to be perfect, but neither do I say you are a monster,” Alom said, picking his words slowly.
“Good enough, master Alom. Just keep me informed of anything you need to do,” Quon said. Taking a moment to think, he thought of another way to strengthen the partnership between Alom and Nip. “And if you need me to shake Nip up at some time, I can do that. Then you can be the friend to intercede for him.” He saw his young apprentice nod thoughtfully.
“I think that will help, my lord.”
After Johan cleared their breakfast settings, Quon permitted Johan to send Nip in.
The beggar boy entered, clutching his brown cap like he was wringing all the air out of its fibers. “Welcome, Nip. What news do you have for me? Have the Bitch or Crusher been seen in the city?”
“Naw’s much, m’lord. That’s bone crusher never been’s outta palace none. And naw’s word on’s her neither. Me boys says she be’s out of tha city.”
Quon had detected her yesterday outside the city. She was back in the Palace this morning. But now, she was gone. “Are you sure, Nip? This is particularly important.” He stopped to hold Nip’s attention. “Did you see her around the King’s Keep this morning, walking out of the city?”
“Naw a word from me’s boys, m’lord.” Nip looked more agitated. Quon saw him glancing at Alom as if looking for help.
If she didn’t walk out, and Preem remained in the Palace, then that meant ... “Any rumors on enemy soldiers near Kefnu?”
“Aye, m’lord. We’s hear of some out east.” Nip sounded happier to be able to give some news. He was shifting around. “They’s be coming from the north, m’lord.”
“Well, Nip. I’ve heard from other people that the Bitch Witch is in Kefnu, along with the runt you told me about,” he said coolly before raising his voice to say. “But you haven’t told me that, have you? You’re holding information from me after I’ve paid good money for that information. Is that not true, you lying piece of meat?”
“Naw, m’lord. I’s done tolds ya everything we’s hears.”
Quon turned his head to get Alom’s attention. “What say you, master Alom. Should I have the boy whipped for dereliction?” Nip’s knuckles were white, he was wringing his cap that hard. Alom looked confused for a moment. Come on lad, get with the game, Quon thought.
Alom leaned over to whisper, “Should I say something to help Nip now?” Quon smiled inwardly. You just did.
“Is that a fact?” Quon said aloud, leaning back in his wheelchair. Staring at the agitated Nip, he added. “Master Alom here says you’ve been faithfully helping him in the tunnels. He thinks I should give you another chance, young Nip. What do you say?”
“I’s don’ts knows what deriction is m’lord. But I’s has been faithful m’lord.”
“Very well. But I need you to watch the King’s Keep closely to let me know whenever you see the Bone Crusher or any other wizards leave.”
“Aye, m’lord.” Poor Nip bowed so much that he felt sorry for the beggar boy. He had a soft spot for these kids who had to grow up on the street. He reached into his purse to pull out two silver Otanic crowns, giving them to the pensive Nip.
“For the information on the northern soldiers,” he said softly. “Now go to get some breakfast.” Nip took the two crowns and hurried out of the room.
Once Nip had left, Quon reached out quickly to the Palace and found two stones. One was the distinctive stone of Wizard Preem. He then sought out the location of the two silver stones. Both were in the Palace.
He swept to the west for Lihan’s d’dec. It was still missing, quenched. Last night he detected Lihan just north of the city, moving further north a couple of leagues west of the river. By now, he should be close to the confluence of the West River with the Otanic River, near that ancient watchtower built a thousand years ago as an outpost to protect Otanic from Harpin. It was a foolhardy undertaking that never offered any real protection.
Well to the west of this, Quon found the Bitch’s d’dec. He couldn’t tell why she was flying, but she might be delivering Otanic troops to cover the villages west of the river. It also meant that she had grown into a journeyman wizard. Did it mean he was losing the war with the fourth kingdom?
He didn’t think so. However, it did mean that she must have passed close to where Lihan was hiding. Why hadn’t he attacked her? The man was a disappointment. In two days, he should be in Widemouth to kill the abomination’s family. The stronger she became, the more critical Lihan’s mission became.
Quon waited five minutes before sending another short sensing wave out west. He found her d’dec had moved more than a league. She had blossomed into a fast flyer. It was time to eliminate the nuisance of an enemy journeyman wizard.
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Somethings Never Change


Letting out a long sigh, she stepped back. “Any last-minute instructions, Zenii?” He smiled as he shook his head. Together they headed back to the Royal Gardens, where the eight King’s Regiment soldiers waited by the parapet. The war council had authorized this mission to garrison Twin Rocks and River Forks. 
The morning sun cast the Palace’s shadows on the parapet, chilling this area. This time, the soldiers wore overcoats. Looking at the guardsmen, she wondered where they kept finding such enormous men. Brodia no longer feared flying this many. But she did fear encountering her goat-stubborn father once more after a year of peace away from him.
Within a minute, she flew the eight soldiers low over the farmlands, following the Twin Rocks Road to the west. Concerned over the Gray Wizard’s whereabouts, she had the soldiers watching around. In addition, she used her spare d’sur fist to scan ahead. She didn’t have Zenii’s sensitivity but could search an area several hundred feet ahead.
She hadn’t found any disturbances by the time she saw Twin Rocks five hands later. Leaving four soldiers at the village, she set off toward the north for River Forks. With a lighter platform, the work to pull it through the sky diminished, allowing her to travel faster. She reached the next village by midday. Two more soldiers were left here before she left for the short trip to Widemouth, her home village.
Thirty minutes later, her old home came into view. She barely glanced at it as she passed. Her first duty was to deliver these two men to the village. In the village square, she landed near the meeting hall with its short bell tower. The two soldiers thanked her before setting off for the elder’s house.
On the other side of the old oak tree, she saw a bunch of Daffodils. They had already begun walking toward her. To her right, she saw women approaching from the market. Brodia recognized many of the faces belonged to women who were nasty to her when she lived here. She was about to fly away when she saw Hirin jogging over from the market. He was the only person she cared about from this village, so she waited for him.
“Is that really you?” he said as he stopped in front of her. She nodded with a smile. Hirin touched her leather coat. “Now you’re a wizard?” She nodded again as more villagers reached her.
Within a few moments, many familiar faces surrounded her. The people touched her coat as if it was the source of her magic. Through the gaps between people, she saw the Daffodils approaching with knives drawn.
“I arrest you in the name of King Attim,” the Daffodil leader called out.
“Get behind me,” she said sharply as she engaged her d’dec. The villagers moved behind, giving her room to form a broad gripping fist in front of the Daffodils.
Other members of the Brotherhood were chanting, “Kill the abomination.” She let them walk into her trap. After pulling the Daffodils together like a bunch of flowers, she removed each of their knives.
Finally, she strolled up to the leader, who glared at her. “Spread the word,” she said. “Tell all your Brothers that the Bitch Witch is too powerful for them. Next time one of you threatens my life or the lives of young girls, I will kill them. I have the king’s blessing, not you.”
Brodia picked up all the knives she had taken from the Daffodils. Then she rose into the air before addressing the villagers, “I’m sorry, everyone. But I must go.” No need for a show here, so she moved steadily back toward the bridge over the Wan River. After dropping the knives into the river, she landed halfway between the bridge and the farm, deciding to walk for a few minutes to shed her anger at the Daffodils.
By the time she reached the farmhouse, her left foot was troubling her again. But the sight of her old home lifted her spirits. It looked unchanged from a year ago. The house needed a fresh coat of paint to hide the old off-white paint that peeled at the corners. Some things hadn’t changed then. Her father still considered paint or flowers a waste of good money. She knocked on the battered green door.
A minute passed before the door opened, and there was Ma. Brodia had intended to be all business, but the sight of Ma shattered her plans. She cried as she hugged her mother, almost lifting her off the floor.
“Brodia, is it you?” her Ma said as they refused to let go of each other.
Finally, Brodia stood back to get a good look at her mother. Nothing much had changed. Even her dress was one she remembered well. “It’s me, Ma.” Ma reached out to finger her coat with the same puzzled look that Hirin had.
“We heard rumors, but I didn’t believe them,” Ma said. “Can you do magic then?”
“Yes, Ma. I left Kefnu at first light today. I flew here without Wizard Preem. I’m bringing soldiers to the villages.”
They walked through to sit at the kitchen table. The house was unchanged. “Where’s Ipin?” she asked.
“Doing his chores. Your old chores. And your Pa’s in the fields as usual,” Ma replied. “So, what about you, honey? I see you limping.” She was about to reply when Ma added, “Soldiers were looking for you last autumn. Did you do something wrong?”
“That was all settled. They accused me of doing something wrong, but Wizard Preem settled the matter in the Royal Court.” Brodia didn’t mention that she was running away then or that she killed the Western Strangler in Lowmouth. For a reason she couldn’t explain, it felt wrong to talk to her mother about any of her exploits.
She noticed her mother’s eyes had a blank stare to them. She smiled; it must be a shock talking about Royal Court cases as if they were an everyday event. Still, she had to return her family to the capital before nightfall. “Can Ipin go fetch father?”
“He’ll be home later, honey.”
Brodia reached out to hold her mother’s hands. “I have to talk to you both, Ma.” 
Brodia saw understanding on Ma’s face. Ma opened the backdoor to call for her little brother, Ipin. She stood beside Ma as Ipin came over.
“You home again?” Ipin said casually when he saw Brodia. “We heard you were in trouble.”
“Can you go to get your Pa?” Ma said. “Brodia has something important to tell him.”
“Alright, Ma. Good to see you again, sis.” With that, he set off toward the fields. It wasn’t much of a greeting, but at least he wasn’t mean.
Brodia sat with her mother at the kitchen table. She asked if Brodia had any friends as a wizard’s apprentice. Brodia smiled at the thought of her close friends like Palu or Nifbar, people she may never meet again. Then, of course, there was Princess Foliana.
“I’m good friends with Foli,” she told Ma. We have long chats about the kingdom or young women.
“I thought you hated her,” Ma said. “You and she were like curdled milk. Always separate in your ideas. Foli is a gentle soul, well-liked by the boys.”
“You’ve got it wrong, Ma. Foli is strong-willed, especially around men. We were enemies once, but not any longer. Now we’re close. She’s worried about what Harpin is planning to do. Especially the northern wizards.” But Ma didn’t believe her about any wizards from the first kingdom. “They do exist,” Brodia said. “That’s why I have to take you, Ipin, and Pa to the city. The enemy might be looking to hold you hostage against me.”
“Pa will never leave his crops, honey. You know that,” Ma said.
“I can get Foliana’s father to write an order commanding Pa to bring his family to Kefnu. Even he can’t ignore those commands,” Brodia said. But her Ma shook her head, so Brodia emphasized the importance, knowing she would need her mother’s support. “They tried to kill Wizard Preem’s family two days ago.”
“I believe you, hon. But I don’t see Pa caring what your friend Foli’s father has to say about it. What concern is it of his anyway? He has a tavern to care for, and Foli now has a small son.”
“What tavern?” Brodia asked. Then she realized the confusion. “Not that Foliana, Ma. I hate her. I’m talking about the princess.”
Before she could explain further, Ipin returned to tell them that Pa wouldn’t return till his day was over. Her father hadn’t changed, and neither had her habits as she gave a tug on her ear. “What field is he working?” Brodia asked. The damned blockhead would get us killed.
“The northeast pasture.”
Brodia hobbled into the yard before forming fists to lift her into the sky. Without a backward glance, she flew northeast to find her intractable father. She saw him facing away from her as he stooped to work the weeds from a row of beets. Realizing she was rushing in without a plan, she hovered above the bushes bordering the field. Prior planning and preparation prevents piss-poor performance, she thought, remembering Preem’s frequent talks about tactics. Brodia quickly made a plan. As stubborn as her father was, she would remain calm, using logic about protecting Ma. After all, this had worked with Helip.
Swooping in from the sky, she landed six feet away from her father, straddling the same row of beets. The long wispy leaves of onions filled the rows on each side. “Father!” She called out to the one man that could still drive her crazy.
He straightened up, glaring at her from his sun-scorched face. “Ipin said you were back. He didn’t says a thing about you flying.” He bent to hoe the weeds between the beets without asking why she was there.
There had been a time when this man was her hero. It was a time when she could sit on his knee to listen to stories about the woods filled with dangerous animals. Or listen to stories about the Arrox that prowled the Barrens. In those days, he encouraged her dreams of adventure. Today, she could never risk sitting on his knee.
“Aren’t you going to ask why I’m here?” she said. But he didn’t look up from his hoeing. “I have to take you all back to Kefnu.”
“Nonsense. We’re not leaving the farm.”
“Don’t you even want to know why?” she countered, her voice rising despite her best efforts to remain calm. “Harpin has wizards who are coming to take you hostage. They hope it’ll stop me from fighting them. One of them could be near here now. We’ve got no time to debate this.”
“That’s very dramatic.” He didn’t even glance up.
She created a fist to knock some sense into the bastard but then let it dissolve again. It wouldn’t help to demonstrate her power. Instead, she tugged on her ear in frustration. It was as if the last year never happened. She was back to being the seventeen-year-old farmgirl. “I mean it. There are some bad wizards from Harpin. It will be war with Harpin soon, so they’re trying to weaken Preem by going after our families.”
“Why would they care about us?” He straightened again. “We aren’t abominations. I gaves you your seed, that’s all. You’ll gets nothing more from me.”
Calling her an abomination brought all the memories of Yarin back in a flash. She fired back her own resentments. “You gave me your seed more than once, you monster. Despite what you did, I’m still trying to save you.”
“I gave you what you deserved. Same as any father gives their rebellious daughter.” He took a step toward her. “Maybe I should gives it to you again.” Incensed, she formed a d’sur fist to knock him down onto his beets. “Abomination,” he yelled from the dirt. 
Brodia took two deep breaths to bring her anger under control. “I don’t have to run from you anymore, you fool.”
“The Brotherhood should have burned you alive.”
Again her father scratched at an old wound. This man had promised her two days to find a husband but sold her to the Brotherhood against Wizardry after just one day. “I remember that you broke your promise,” she said, stepping forward until she was looking at his dusty face. Knowing it would annoy him the most, she smiled at him. “The Daffodils tried to burn me more than once. I scarred some for life; none avoided humiliation at the hands of a woman.”
Her father struggled back to his feet, so she gave him room. “I don’t cares what you says. I’m not going to Kefnu. You’re not worried about me.”
“You’re right. I don’t care an impotent rooster about you. I want to save Ma and Ipin. But they won’t leave here without your blessing. Give it; then you can stay,” she said, keeping her voice even. He shook his head again. “You’d have to go if Wizard Preem ordered you.”
“I don’t sees him here.” Father dusted himself off. Then, after picking up his hoe, he went back to work.
“I’m his representative here,” Brodia said, taking a different approach. “He asked me to come here to get you. So, you must follow my orders as if they came from him.”
“You need to remember your place. You got all these airs now, but you’re still the stupid little girl from before.”
“Fuck you, Father! If Harpin’s wizards come for you, I’ll say to them, ‘help yourselves’.”
“We’re agreed then. If the wizard wants us in Kefnu, let him tell us himself. We’ll lose the harvest if we leave the farm.” His sarcastic tone infuriated her further.
Brodia took a deep breath. She needed them to come with her, but this wasn’t working. In a calmer voice, she said, “Father, please? For Ma’s sake and little Ipin.”
“I’ve given you my answer.”
“You’re a fool! You’re letting your family die for the sake of your pride. I can never understand why I ever admired you.”
With those last words, Brodia lifted herself into the air and turned to fly away as fast as she could. So much for the seven P’s of preparation. She decided to return to the farmhouse to force Ma to go with her to Kefnu. But when she approached the farmhouse, she knew Ma would hate her for taking her away without father. She flew over the farmhouse, pulling hard toward Kefnu.
Halfway back to Kefnu, she regretted not stopping at the farmhouse to say goodbye to her mother. Who could tell when she would get another chance with Harpin ready to invade any day?
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Approaching the Royal Gardens, she prudently slowed to catch her breath. Below, she saw two people in the lower-tier garden. It was a lady sitting on a bench with a poppy-red guard standing nearby. She needed to talk to someone.
Spiraling down, Brodia reached the lower tier and moved over the manicured lawn. As she approached the seated lady, she saw the guard draw his sword, taking a stance to guard the seated lady. She settled her flying platform onto the lawn.
Once the guard recognized her, he put up his sword as he stepped to one side. Brodia walked confidently toward the seated lady.
“Thank you, Haam,” the lady said before addressing Brodia directly. “I see that Preem has promoted you to Wizard. It is most well deserved.”
“Thank you, Princess Foliana. May I join you?”
“Please.” The Royal Princess patted the bench beside her. After Brodia sat, the Princess asked, “Where have you come from, in so much of a hurry?”
“Do I not look like a journeyman wizard?” Brodia began, venting her still-smoldering anger. “Do I not deserve respect for my opinions or commands?”
Foliana laughed lightly, “What man has upset you? For truly only men can infuriate us like this.”
“My father. He must return to Kefnu with our family for safety,” she explained. “But I don’t know what I’m doing, do I? No, he must receive a personal visit from the Grand Wizard before he gives up his precious crops. The pig-headed fool!”
Expecting some agreement from the princess, she was surprised when Foliana just reached across to feel the leather fabric of her coat. “Can I look at your tarner?” the Princess asked.
Brodia passed her branch-wand to the lady without correcting her use of the word tarner. As she watched Foliana inspect the walking stick, peering closely at each end, she got her breathing back under control, letting her anger flow away.
The princess ran her finger along the blackened wand that sat wedged in a groove at the branch’s top. “So, your father is a pig-headed fool?” Foliana said as she still held Brodia’s wand.
“I’m sorry to have burdened you with my personal issues.”
“Nonsense. My father is a pig-headed fool too, you know.” Foliana smiled at Haam, but the guard didn’t change his stoic expression. She turned back. “Oh, not as far as ruling the kingdom; he is remarkably adept at that. No, he is a buffoon when it comes to understanding the ways of women.”
“The king still seems to be in love with the queen,” Brodia observed.
“I am eternally jealous of their love. I can only hope to find a piece of it in my life,” the princess mused. “No, I meant that my mother manages my father in her own way because he would seem a jester around her otherwise.”
“I don’t understand, Foli,” Brodia said, happy to take any advice on fathers from the woman who had become her steadfast friend since the spring. “How does your mother, the queen, manage your father?”
“When he’s angry, she deflects it away, so it evaporates like the morning mist. She neither agrees nor disagrees until it is past.” Foliana flicked her eyebrows up. “How did you start with your father?”
“I asked him to come back to Kefnu, of course.”
“And did you expect him to say no?” Brodia nodded. “So why ask him if you know the answer? Prepare him, show him some respect, lead him as you would a goat, with the chance of a reward. Then, when he is ready, ask your question.”
“Respect my father?” Brodia said. “He’s done things to me, Foli,” she added, glancing at Haam, uncomfortable at saying this within a man’s hearing.
“I see. I’ve heard of such men; I thank the Gods I’ve never had to deal with one. Well then, we shall order your family back to Kefnu.” Brodia thanked her. The princess returned her branch, saying, “So, this is the source of your magic?”
“Yes. The magic comes from my wizard’s stone buried into the head of my old blackened wand.”
“I must confess that all this wizarding stuff has me scared. Harpin now has a wizard, which it never had before. But we have two wizards plus an apprentice. Are we not in a stronger position?”
“I’m not officially a wizard yet. Plus, Harpin has at least two wizards,” Brodia said. Somehow, she needed to make the nobles aware of the imminent dangers. “A strong wizard, like Preem, can detect a wizard’s stone from a hundred leagues away. But they can hide from us while we remain visible to them.”
“That’s not good, is it?” The princess sat quietly for a minute. Brodia gave her time to absorb the information. Then Foliana spoke again, “However, you can fly. Wizard Preem told me once that was what defined a journeyman wizard. So, officially or not, you are a wizard Brodia. Preem’s a fool when it comes to women too, so I don’t care if he agrees with us or not.”
“I feel like a journeyman, but Preem has his ideas on promoting me, claiming it will help my determination. The fool doesn’t understand that a promotion isn’t motivation to me. The overwhelming desire to protect my family and friends pushes me harder than a title ever could.”
Foliana nodded her understanding. “Here I sit, with Corporal Haam for protection,” she pointed to the poppy-red guard near the bench. “But against a wizard, he is defenseless. You could kill either of us in a second, and we could do nothing to stop you.”
“I would never –”
“I know that, Brodia. My point is our only defense against Harpin’s wizards is Otanic’s wizards. We are all in your care.” Brodia assured the princess she would defend the royal family to her death. Foliana smiled. “I know that, you know that, even Haam, here, knows that,” Foliana said. “Right Haam?” The guard remained mute. She repeated herself. “Haam, be honest. Do you trust Wizard Brodia?”
“I do not, ma’am,” Haam said firmly. When Foliana asked him why, he replied, “As you said, Wizard Brodia can kill us both in a second. I don’t trust what I cannot stop.”
“That is fair. Is your loyalty to the Kingdom or to me?” Foliana asked. Brodia listened to this exchange, wondering what the princess was trying to say.
“To you, Princess,” Haam replied.
“But I am just a piece of the kingdom, as are Brodia and you. Even my father is but a part. When we are gone, the kingdom must live on.” Princess Foliana spoke in a clear voice. “No, Haam, your loyalty must be to the kingdom, as is my loyalty. I will live or die for this realm. In the coming war, we must all make decisions for the good of our realm.”
“Then my loyalty is to the kingdom, your highness,” Haam remarked. Brodia enjoyed the exchange. She had reached the same conclusion a year ago, except her loyalty stretched further. She was a Defender of Vosj, a secret order with only three members. As such, her loyalty lies in protecting ordinary people. For now, that meant defeating the first kingdom’s wizards.
Seemingly satisfied that she’d made her point, Foliana asked Brodia, “Tell me more about how Harpin’s wizards can hide from you. Is it like they can put a cloth over it?”
“More like they can snuff it out like a candle and relight it whenever they want. But we haven’t learned how to do this.”
Once again, the princess sat quietly as if arming herself for a bad future. “Then I must be prepared for the worst,” Foliana said.
“There is one other thing,” Brodia said. “We can detect their stones whenever they relight them, and they cannot use them without relighting them.”
“I hope that is enough. We all wish you good luck. Now, I must go inside to prepare a letter.”
Brodia stood when the princess got up. She watched the lady she once despised walk to the door and disappear into the dark of the Palace. Once alone, Brodia flew herself to the upper tier of the gardens. She strolled to their room in the Palace, thinking about the princess’ words.
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The Team Grows


The little beggar girl Jisana sat in the corner created by the stone steps leading to the tavern’s doors. She liked the feeling of protection on two sides. From here, she could see the gateway into the King’s Keep and all the movements of the wealthy nobles. Sometimes, one of those nobles would walk along the street in front of her. Normally she didn’t bother asking them for alms. Being good street folk required an intuitive sense of who to ask. Most nobles failed even to see her, especially the noblewomen. 
Life on the street meant most of her days passed in utter boredom. These long periods were interrupted by brief intervals of terror. Yesterday had been one of those interruptions when a grist tried to take her spot. That a red guardsman stopped it still struck her as bizarre.
It was the afternoon, and today had been boring so far. In truth, she liked the brief episodes of terror. At least during these, her mind didn’t dwell on the sudden death of her parents. She always felt chills when she remembered those days, no matter how hot the day was. The day they died, it felt like the whole palace fell on her, crushing her into the rocky ground of these bluffs.
The shadows were short when the grist approached her from the street. She’d seen him leave the Palace through the gateway, but he didn’t dress like a nobleman’s son. Moreover, his left arm was in a sling across his chest. Still, she watched him warily. His kind never gave any money except in return for a service she would never provide.
The young man didn’t approach the steps; instead, he came directly toward her. Jisana moved her begging bowl to her left hand while slipping her right into the folds of her dress where she kept her knife. Waiting, she shifted her weight to where she could jump up in a second. The one-armed boy's lack of a sword or knife at his belt was the strangest thing. All he carried was a stick pushed into his belt. Then he pulled a coin from his purse to drop it with a soft clink into her bowl.
Undecided on which dialect to use, she played it halfway, saying, “Thankee, sir.”
“I’ve got more than that if you’re interested,” the one-armed man said.
Jisana pushed herself upright without releasing or revealing her knife. Instinctively she adopted her formal speech. “That depends on what you want of me. Plenty of other girls will be happy to do what you want for a coin or two, sir. But that isn’t me.” The boy seemed confused by her words, stammering to find a response. It was enough to make her wonder if she had misjudged the situation. So, she asked him what he wanted.
“I wanted you to meet a great man outside the city walls. I’ll give you a crown and another two when you meet him,” he replied. So this young man was a servant sent to pick up a girl. It would seem that her first impressions were correct, so she shook her head. “It’s a chance to help the realm,” he said. His exasperated tone intrigued her. 
“Who’s your master then?” she asked, wondering what kind of man wanted to meet her outside the city.
When he said his master was the great Grand Wizard Preem, Jisana’s mind began spinning. If the boy’s master was the Bone Crusher, then he must be the one-armed wizard, the apprentice people called the Runt. She quickly decided to see what the wizard wanted from a street girl outside the city. She held out her bowl to accept the payment of a crown. However, she kept her right hand on the handle of her knife. It would seem that today wasn’t going to be boring after all.
[image: image-placeholder]When she reached the North Gate, she almost turned back. She already had the crown, so going outside the city seemed an additional risk not worth taking. Still, the idea of meeting the Bone Crusher enthralled her. He was a man, so she would need to be careful. But this man had the Green Wizard as his apprentice, a woman she adored. Most nights, Jisana dreamt of fighting for the kingdom with the Green Wizard beside her. In those dreams, she had a bandolier of knives made only for throwing. In those dreams, she was a hero of the fourth kingdom. Yesterday, she met her hero, who promised she could help when she was older. Jisana kept that eighth in a special pocket. One day she would give it back to the Green Wizard as a present.
For the chance to meet the Green Wizard again, Jisana walked out of the North Gate. She followed the city wall toward the northwest corner, under the Royal Palace. The Runt had said Wizard Preem would meet her near the corner. Many boulders lay across the ground near the bluff's edge, forcing her to scramble along the narrow ledge between the wall’s base and the steep dropoff. Eventually, she turned south at the corner. Now the edge was a cliff dropping down to the Otan River flowing three hundred feet below her.
Keeping within touching distance of the stone wall, she worked her way along the top of the cliff. To her right, she saw the farmlands stretched out into the distance with the faint blue-gray smudge that was the Western Mountains. The view brought back nostalgic memories of Spring Festivals. But, these farmlands were an alien world; she had spent her entire life within the walls of the fourth kingdom’s capital.
She saw no sign of the wizard, so after a few minutes, she stopped. It had been a fool’s errand.  It disappointed her deeply; not for the loss of the promised two crowns but for the lost chance to meet the Green Wizard again.
Suddenly the air grabbed her, wrapping itself around her. She was flying into the air. Her arms were pinned to her side, preventing her from reaching her concealed knife. In seconds she passed the top of the wall. She saw the man known as the Bone Crusher. He wore his tall wizard’s hat, a leather coat with purple stripes, and a long staff. He directed her flight with his left hand, sweeping her over the ramparts before landing on the grass. When the air released her, she stumbled, falling to the ground.
After standing, Jisana looked around. She recognized the lower tier of the royal garden; twice before she had been here. Though the chamberlain forbade the children of Palace staff to be here, they were allowed to visit during the Spring Festival. Beside Wizard Preem, she saw the One-Armed Apprentice but not the Green Wizard. She reached her right hand into her dress to grasp her knife’s handle, leaving it concealed by the folds of her dress.
“You’ll not need your knife here,” the wizard said. “I’ll do you no harm.”
“Your apprentice promised me two crowns,” she said without releasing her knife. Needed or not, it gave her comfort to hold onto it.
The wizard gave her two crowns as he asked her to sit on the bench with him. She let him sit first before sitting as far away as the bench allowed. He smiled as if understanding her concerns. “What’s your name?” This time she answered the question truthfully. “Well, Jisana, I have a mission if you’re brave enough to take it.”
He asked her questions about the grists, so she told him all she knew. His voice was gentle but hard to ignore. She told him about the grist who tried to take her spot yesterday. The more she talked, the more self-conscious she became of her grimy blue dress with several rips. She hadn’t been able to cut her hair in a year. Its long brown strands were matted and dirty.
“What else have you overheard the boys talking about?” the wizard asked her. “I hear that they are using the tunnels.”
“Normally, we shelter in them during the winter, but they’ve been using them for moving about unseen,” she replied. He asked if that was unusual. “Sure is, sir. We don’t care if people see us. None of the regular people pay us no mind anyways.”
The wizard was interested in the tunnels, which she had thought little about before. The tunnels were a place of refuge. She rarely traveled along them. However, she knew some street folk who used them more, so she promised she could help. She sensed that here was a chance to be more than a girl on the streets of Kefnu.
After describing the tunnels, Wizard Preem said, “We want to go through the tunnels, especially those that go under the Palace. Can you be our guide?”
“I can find a grist that knows them well.” But he preferred a girl guide. “Aye, sir. I know one that’s not too bad. She’ll want two eighths to do it, though.”
“She can have a crown,” Preem said, reaching into his purse, “plus two more crowns for you, Jisana.”
Giving her so much money was wrong unless he had other intentions. “You don’t want anything else from me? Cause I won’t.” She thought, please, Gods, don’t let him be like the other nobles.
“No, Jisana. You are safe with us. None of us will ever hurt you or make you do something bad like that.”
“We’re like the nobles,” the One-Armed Apprentice added quickly. “We treat people fair we do.”
Jisana wanted to laugh, but she spat on the ground instead. “Them nobles don’t treat no one fair. They’re the worst!” Preem gave her the crowns. She inspected the two large silver coins. Still confused over what they expected of her, she said, “You’re giving me this before I take you into the tunnels? Because no one ever trusted me before.”
“Welcome to my team, Jisana. I expect loyalty, and I’ll never ask you to hurt this kingdom.”
Suddenly Jisana’s eyes teared up. The One-Armed Apprentice told her his name was Roon. And just like that, she belonged to something greater than the streets of Kefnu. Wizard Preem flew them all to the upper tier before Roon walked with her out of the Palace. She had to find Munia, who knew the tunnels.
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Watchtower


Brodia flew north along the western bank of the Otan River. The sun was halfway to the western horizon, so she had to hurry if she hoped to get to Widemouth and back before the sun had time to set behind the Western Mountains. She adopted her favorite position when flying alone, lying on her stomach with her arms outstretched. She held her wand in her right hand. 
Preem’s brown leather coat kept most of the whistling wind off her body, while her pear-green beret helped prevent her head from freezing. Inside her coat, she carried one letter from Preem. It ordered her father to bring his family to Kefnu with all haste. When Preem heard about her father’s obstinacy, he wrote this letter before sending her to fly her family to Kefnu.
The old watchtower came into sight. It meant she was a quarter of the way home. Brodia continued to use the trees dotted about the river’s embankment to pull herself along. The ancient tower reached above the treetops, but she resisted the temptation to use it for one of her anchor points. The mortar between the stones was at least a thousand years old.
The first spearpoint came from behind her when she was still a hundred feet from the tower. Two more came behind the first. Instinctively she swung her platform to her right but then dropped to swing back. Preem had warned her about flying over water when under attack. The first spearpoint missed her, but the next two adjusted to follow her, closing fast. She used her spare fist as a shield to swat away the spearpoints. Snatching glances behind her, she couldn’t see anyone. Caught in the open like this wasn’t a position she could expect to survive.
More spearpoints came at her from the ground behind her. They came from the same area, meaning her attacker wasn’t moving. But she couldn’t avoid them all when she was flying. Using a gripping fist on the tower’s base as an anchor, Brodia pulled fast to get to the other side of the ancient structure. By flying a foot above the ground, she limited the directions the spearpoints could come at her. She swept around to the tower’s other side before crashing on the long grass.
Rolling back to her feet, Brodia ran to the tower. She had placed the tower’s stonework between herself and her attacker. Praying it was the cowardly Gray Wizard, she had bought a couple of minutes to make a plan.
Twenty feet above her was the doorway into the tower. This ruin had no windows or other openings below that doorway, so she lifted herself into the gloom of that opening. Inside, Brodia found a thick layer of dust covering debris strewn over the stone floor. Above her, she saw the blue sky through the skeleton of wooden beams that once held up the roof. Brodia sat on a wooden beam lying on the floor. She was out of direct sight of someone looking through the door, giving her the advantage if anyone entered that doorway. A few feet behind her, a large hole in the floor led to the lower floor. With no natural light, the hole was as black as a moonless night.
As she waited, Brodia focused on detecting the queasy feeling whenever someone used magic near her. Preem was far beyond her range to summon through pulsing his d’dec. So, she quietly sat as minutes passed. Poking her head out of the doorway could mean a quick death.
Brodia sensed magic being used nearby, beyond the tower’s doorway. The Gray Wizard was outside, enticing her to reveal herself. There was no way she would be so crazy as to fly out into a rainstorm of spearpoints. Breathing slowly, she moved her branch-wand to the limit of her ability.
A strange sound above pulled her attention from the doorway. A beam moved, sending a small shower of dirt down to her. The beam rocked from side to side before dropping. It was going to miss, but Brodia moved to the wall as it bounced off the stone floor with a frightening thud. She expected him to use the beam as a distraction to charge through the opening. Instead, more dirt fell on her as another beam came loose. This one would be closer, so she moved around until she was near enough to the hole to take shelter.
If she slipped into the hole, she could let the bastard drop all the beams. Then she could attack when he came in to collect her body. It was a terrible plan. The beams would trap her in the hole so he could pick her off at will. Another beam crashed down, then a fourth one. She was dodging around each one, but it wouldn’t be long before one of them bounced into her.
Large gaps had appeared in the pattern of beams above her. Forming a lifting hand, she pushed herself through the widest gap and into the sky. She continued lifting herself until the dark circle of the tower’s open top looked like a child’s toy. A few spearpoints flew toward her, but she could see them in time to avoid or block them easily. She could see the wizard standing beside the tower. Now she had the advantage. She fired a spearpoint at him, swinging it around the tower, so he didn’t see it until the last second.
He dodged it with half a second to spare. Another spearpoint flew down. This time it swung around the other side of the tower. Dropping it as he reacted to it, she pushed another one around the other side. This one missed him, but the coward lost his nerve.
The Gray Wizard flew over the river, trying the same trick she did at Bigbend two days ago. Lying on her stomach, she converted her lifting hand to a shield before swooping around the tower. She flew hard at him with a single gripping fist pushing against the tower’s base. He hovered over the river, firing two spearpoints to slice her from each side. She moved faster than he expected, letting the spearpoints cross behind her.
She fired her spearpoint to make him block it. She closed on him. He sent two spearpoints straight at her, but she was ready. Like a fighting rooster, she pulled up her flying shield. Now she had two spare d’sur fists, like a rooster’s spurs. She sent each spearpoint from a different side. He couldn’t block them both, so one sliced through him. He dropped from the sky.
She watched his body fall to splash into the river. She’d won.
Spiraling down to the river, Brodia looked for the body floating on the river’s surface. She found nothing, so she searched downriver; still nothing. The bastard had sunk like a stone. She searched along each bank in case he’d swum to shore. Criss-crossing the river, she continued her search as her frustrations grew. She’d beaten him; why didn’t the Gods let her spit on his body?
For half a hand, she searched. All the time she searched, she debated what to do. Get her family or tell Preem that she had killed the Gray Wizard. Finally, she decided her family could wait now that the risk to them was gone. Brodia turned her flying platform to return to Kefnu. As she flew back, she continued to look for a body floating on the river. Seeing none, she was satisfied that he must be dead, either dead from her spearpoint, or from drowning.
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Roon the Runt


He sauntered along, following the beggar girl as she walked along the road from the northern bluffs. This was the second mission that Zenii had entrusted to him. But this time, he would visit a place he’d heard rumors about, but nothing more. Jisana walked with a confidence he admired. He planned to find out more about this young girl.  
It didn’t take long before she turned left, down an alley. After slowing to let him reach her, Jisana said softly, “The girl’s along here usually; her name’s Munia.”
Roon took out a silver crown. “Can she be trusted?” 
Jisana shook her head no. “I wouldn’t give the whole crown before we get back if that’s what you’re asking?”
He put the silver crown back into his purse and fished for half a crown. Jisana led them down the alley. Outside a small tavern, he saw a beggar with a bowl sitting by the entrance. From this distance, he couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl. Jisana went over to chat with the beggar while he waited.
A minute later, the beggar ambled over. As they got closer, Roon saw the girlish features under the filthy face. The beggar girl was a half-head taller than Jisana but not as tall as Roon. She held out her hand without saying a word. Roon dropped his half-crown into it.
“Tolds me t’was a crown,” the girl said sharply. Her raspy voice had an arrogant edge to it.
“You’ll get the other half when we get back,” he replied.
“Why should I’s trust ya?”
“I don’t see any reason. But I have the money, so I have the control.” It was a simple lesson he learned from Pa. He who has the money has the power, for they can pay or not.
“C’mon, Mun. Ya helping him or not?” Jisana asserted quickly.
“Shuts ya face.”
Roon was surprised to see a knife suddenly appear in Jisana’s hand. “Gives back tha coin then. I’s finds another poke ta helps him.” Munia took a step back, reaching her hand under her dirty jacket. “I’s gut ya,” Jisana warned.
Munia released her hand and held it away from her body. “Na needs fa that’s, Jis. I’s shows hims the way.”
“Moves then,” Jisana said, waving her knife toward the bottom of the alley. This girl intrigued Roon, and he wondered if Brodia was like this when she was younger.
Roon followed Jisana, who walked behind Munia. The girl led them further into the alley before entering a dim storage area. Here Jisana picked up a large torch before lighting it from a thick candle that was the sole light in the storage room. He waited by the entrance as the girls pushed aside some bales of cloth. Behind the bales, he saw an old door, which Munia pulled open. He followed them into the black portal that led to the city’s underworld.
Munia led the way down a sloping ramp that switched back seven times before reaching the bottom. Here, a smaller door blocked their way. Beyond the door, Roon found himself in a long brick tunnel that sloped up toward the left.
“This ways,” Munia announced, setting off up the slope. As Jisana went to walk beside Munia, Roon grabbed her shoulder to pull her back. He wanted to talk to her.
After Munia built a twenty-foot lead, he asked her softly, “How old are you, Jisana?”
“Eleven or twelve,” she replied. “I don’t remember my birthday or today’s date. But I remember celebrating my birthday in the summer months.”
“A year older than my little sister, Azaly,” he mused. “You don’t use the street talk all the time. What happened to you?”
He listened as she whispered her story. He got the sense that she didn’t want Munia to hear it. Roon felt sorry for this little girl tossed out of her South Tower home. Too young to survive on the streets, she had turned a handicap into an advantage. Too small to swing the beggar’s club, she made herself into a knife thrower, a more deadly weapon. He thought about his useless arm and how it had defined his childhood. Only recently had he put it behind him so he could truly claim it didn’t bother him.
“I’m sorry they did that to you,” he said when she finished. And he meant it.
“No one cares,” she said, unable to keep the bitterness out of her voice.
“I do.” They walked on in silence. He thought about his family. His father would be missing the extra help to run his leather business. Maybe he’d accept another daughter instead.
“What’s the Wizard like?” Jisana asked, breaking into his thoughts. “Why is he called the Bone Crusher?”
“He did that to help save the King when he was much younger,” Roon said slowly. “I’ve never seen him treat anyone mean. At least, not anyone that didn’t deserve it.”
Jisana poked his left arm in the sling. “Did he do that?”
“Of course not. It hasn’t worked since when I was too young to remember. It used to bother me, but not any longer; now I have magic.”
“And you know the Green Wizard too?” Jisana asked. Roon noticed her voice change when she mentioned Brodia. Like many girls, she spoke of Brodia with reverence.
“Her name’s Brodia. And yes, I know her too. She teaches me more often than my Zenii.” Roon paused, thinking about his relationship with Brodia. “You’d like her if you met her. She doesn’t deserve her other nickname.” Roon realized that Zenii and Brodia both had nicknames. “Jisana, do the people on the street have a special name for me too?”
“Yes,” she replied. In the torchlight reaching back from Munia, he saw she was smiling.
“Is it the one-armed wizard?” he laughed softly. “Or the handsome wizard?”
“No,” she replied, matter-of-factly. “We have a different name for you.” Roon waited to hear his nickname; he could sense that Jisana was eager to say what it was. Finally, with a little chuckle, she told him. “Roon the Runt. Or just the Runt.”
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Great News?


Brodia limped past the guardsman holding the door for her. As was her habit, she thanked the man dressed in the poppy-red uniform. She was exuberant after killing the Gray Wizard in a one-on-one battle. The coward had ambushed her three times, so she had no mercy for his soul. 
However, walking on air or not, her damn left foot still hurt, so she limped along the plush rugs toward the Two Towers room where the Defenders' leader waited for her. Brodia had sent a double pulse when she landed on the lower tier. She imagined he would be confused over why she had returned so soon. Then she smiled to herself. Had he ‘watched’ her battle from afar? Was he convinced she told him the truth about her motivation to kill the Gray Wizard?
When she turned the corner into the corridor with the Two Towers room, she saw Preem talking to a palace servant outside the door. The boy in the checkered uniform was taller than Preem and held a woven basket. The boy must have had a growth spurt as his uniform looked small. Brodia forced herself to walk without a limp, not wanting to reveal her injuries to the servants in the palace. Preem watched her with a puzzled look, prompting her to tell him her news quickly.
 “I just killed the Gray Wizard,” she said. The servant stared at her while Preem raised his eyebrows in surprise. “He ambushed me by the old watchtower, and I got him with a spearpoint. He fell into the river. I killed him.” She liked the surprised look on the servant’s face; let him spread the news throughout the palace because she had done it! The teenage boy was thin with fuzzy black hair like Preem. Inside his basket, she saw several apples, so she reached in to take a sour one. 
“Thank you, young man,” Preem said to the servant as he took the basket. Then, giving the boy a silver coin, he added, “You may return to the kitchens.” The nervous-acting boy hurried along the corridor.
Brodia followed Preem into the room, taking a seat by the fire. She wanted to leap on him, but something about his reserved posture caused her to wait. Instead, she removed her boots to warm her bad foot. Preem asked her to tell him what had happened.
She described the entire battle. When she told him about hiding in the tower, she thought he would be disappointed, thinking she was scared. But he only nodded his agreement that this was prudent, muttering that wizards should not attack like wild dogs that don’t think before charging in. Ultimately, he congratulated her before telling her to relax by the fire while he stepped out.
Brodia sat with the sole of her injured foot facing the fire. In truth, she was disappointed by Preem’s subdued reaction to the news. Taking her frustrations out on the apple, she ate the entire thing in a few bites, tearing out chunks with her teeth. Why hadn’t he hugged her at least? He didn’t even pass a comment about her rooster attack tactic.
She got up to pour herself a tankard of red wine from a flask. Sitting back down, she forced her mind to relax as she drank the wine. She guessed it was a Harpinian red and more expensive than most people in Otanic could afford. She drained the tankard before refilling her mug. This time she brought the flask to her chair.
Tomorrow, she would return to Widemouth and bring her family to Kefnu. As she imagined meeting with her father again, she realized she no longer cared about his opinion. He was to follow her instructions just as any troopers on her flying platform did. After all, she had beaten the enemy’s wizard. The Gray Wizard wasn’t an apprentice, like Yarin, but a full wizard with several years more experience than her.
She wondered if that meant Otanic was winning the war. The realization that the count was stronger than Preem sent new shivers up her spine. This war was far from over. All she had done was snatch a piece from off the board. She drained her second tankard before giving herself a third helping. She needed to replenish her blood. At least, that’s what she convinced herself she was doing.
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In the Shadows


It was late afternoon when Alom met with Nip outside the Count’s residence. Nip had another beggar boy with him. Someone Alom hadn’t seen before. “Did you find me a cubbie?” Alom asked as they strolled along the street. He was a head taller than either of the boys.  
“Aye, I’s got its here’s. Can gives it ta ya whens we goes down.” Alom just nodded agreement to Nip. By letting Nip lead the way, Alom maintained the ruse that Nip was leading a client to a clandestine meeting. Few people were about in the afternoon, and none paid them any attention. Alom didn’t like having a stranger join them, but this wasn’t the place to discuss it with Nip.
Alom followed the boys down the half-concealed steps into the storage room near the end of an alley. By the light coming down from the stairs, Nip pulled out a short leather-wrapped club, handing it to Alom. He took a couple of practice swings into his left palm; it gave a satisfactory thwack, so he nodded to Nip. “It’ll do.” He felt naked without his dagger wand, but this short cubbie gave him some confidence again. He knew how to use it to good effect. “Let’s get going,” he instructed. Nip led them to the heavy door that hid the way into the city’s old tunnels.
Once they began walking down the stone spiral staircase, Alom placed a hand on Nip’s shoulder to hold him back. Quietly, he expressed his concerns over the extra boy. Nip told him about the Palace arresting half the criminals in the city. Things were getting complicated, so he thought they needed another boy. “He be’s a fighter,” Nip assured him.
Alom thought about the dangers before finally agreeing with Nip. The extra boy would stay with them to help guard the gate. The news about the arrests was vital information to take back to the count.
Fifteen minutes later, the three boys stood outside the iron gate that led to the Palace kitchen. Here, Alom would have to go it alone. His master, Count Quon, wanted to find where the Bone Crusher kept his riding crop. Alom expected it would take a few visits to gather enough information. First, he had to find where Otanic’s Grand Wizard slept.
“Lock the gate after me,” Alom instructed Nip as he used a key to open the metal grate. “Wait for me to come back.”
He moved quickly to the bottom of the spiral staircase. Nip had the only torch, so once Alom began climbing the steps, he promptly plunged into darkness. Around and around, he rose, surer of himself than last time.
At the top, he saw the door's outline through the light leaking around the frame. Easing up to the door, he peeked through the hole for the key. The cellar was empty. Using the key that hung beside the door, Alom unlocked the door as softly as he could. He pulled it to test to see if it squeaked; satisfied, he closed it again to wait.
Sitting with his back against the frame, he listened for any sound coming from the kitchen’s cellar on the other side of the door. It didn’t seem long before he heard some shuffling footsteps. Getting up to peer through the hole, he saw a light-brown-haired girl filling a woven basket with apples. She was a Palace servant dressed in a red and yellow checkered uniform. It was what he was hoping for.
When she turned to pick some apples from near the door, he saw that her face was pretty, though her lazy eye was distracting. She turned away, reaching to pull something down from a high shelf.
With her back to the door, he opened it quickly. Maybe she felt a slight breeze; whatever caused her to turn it was the last thing she’d ever remember. The single, well-placed blow with the cubbie dropped her like a sack of apples. Alom quickly dragged the unconscious girl back through the door. After retrieving the basket, he relocked the door.
The girl seemed about his size, a little smaller but close enough. In the dim light seeping through the door, he undressed her, carefully removing her uniform. Then he undressed. Naked, he hesitated, deciding to delay donning the uniform. With his eyes accustomed to the dim light, he could make out her prone form lying on the dusty cold stone floor. He couldn’t leave her behind to raise the alarm.
After a minute’s thought, he pulled her into a corner away from the door before removing her undergarments. He hated this part. Picking up his knife, he felt for her neck. “Sorry,” he whispered, “but you were in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Alom pushed the point of his knife hard through her windpipe, deep enough to sever her spine and scrape against the stone floor. It was the quickest way. He hoped she felt no pain.
After cleaning his knife on her undergarments, he wiped off the blood that sprayed onto his chest. Lastly, he staged her body to look like a victim of rape. Dressing in her servant’s uniform, he found it was snug in several places. He hid his old clothes with her undergarments in the opposite corner.
Returning to the door, he checked to see if the cellar was still empty; it was. After picking up the basket, he stepped through, leaving the original key near the body. Taking the key beside the door, he pocketed it after relocking the door. Now no one could open the door to find the girl’s body. The count only needed a few more days to finish his plan. If they found the body earlier than that, they would think someone from the Palace had killed her after raping her.
Alom dropped six apples into the woven basket to make it appear he was engaged in a task. He ambled up the ramp leading away from the cellar. Soon, the ramp split, with stairs to the right and a long ramp curving around to the left. Up the stairs, he heard several voices engaged in conversations. Alom guessed this led to the kitchen, where the Palace staff would challenge him. Hopefully, the ramp led to another part of the Palace, probably the location where they delivered fresh food.
Taking the ramp, Alom continued to move cautiously. He walked around the gentle bend, holding the basket before him. Soon the passage opened to a wide flat area with one large double door and a smaller door on the side. Choosing the smaller door, he pushed it open to find himself at the end of a long corridor. The bare stone floor meant this was not a place where any nobility came.
Along the corridor, he passed many closed doors. One that was open revealed a sparsely furnished room with two beds. At the end, he saw two swing doors to the right, while to his left was another stone-floored corridor leading past more closed doors. Alom chose the swing doors, pushing through them. Here the floor had rugs and some tapestries on the wall.
Picking up his pace, Alom acted like he knew where he was going. He strode along the corridor, turning right at its end. Shortly after, he passed along a hallway with windows showing well-maintained lawns with flowerbeds. A well-built guardsman dressed in a poppy-red uniform stood by a door that opened onto these gardens.
“Where are you going, boy?” the guard asked gruffly.
Alom had prepared his story already. “I’s ordered to bring fruit ta the Grand Wizard, sir. I’s looking for his room.”
“You’re going the right way, he’s staying in the Towers. Further down here to the right.”
“Thank you, sir.” Alom hurried on before the guard asked about his accent. 
The corridor curved to the right, taking him from the first guard’s sight. On the wall facing the windows, he saw the bust of a queen under the dark-blue banner of the Justice Minister, with the four golden fish circling the crown. Alom rocked the bust up on its edge to slip Quon’s note for Harpin’s spy under it.
He hurried on, continuing to follow the bend of the corridor. Ahead was another impressive poppy-red guard. He’d never been to the Palace in Harpin City, but he doubted King Tarik had such imposing guards.
“You lost, boy?” this guard challenged.
“I’s been ordered ta deliver these apples ta the Grand Wizard in the Towers, sir,” he answered quickly, continuing to hide his accent in a little street language.
“Down there,” the guard responded, pointing to a corridor a little further on. “Third door on the left.”
“Thanks ya kindly, sir.” Alom stepped around the corner and counted the doors. One ... Two ... Three ... the third door had two dark-blue towers painted on it, each with a pointed top. He wondered if these were a good likeness to the Midnight Towers in the Western Mountains. He’d certainly heard enough stories from his Zenii about them. He’d never seen them, but Yarin had told him how they scared him enough to make him run back out of the valley after finding his wizard’s stone.
Now he stood outside the door to a room where the Grand Wizard of Otanic slept. A large piece of him wanted to walk away as quickly as he could. But his master was equally brutal, and he’d killed that girl to get here. Somehow, he had to make it all worthwhile.
Alom stood back after gently tapping on the door. If the Bone Crusher wasn’t there, should he try to see if he could open the door? As he debated the next steps in his mind, the door opened. Standing before him was a young man who didn’t seem intimidating. But his black skin and shining dark brown eyes left Alom in no doubt. Here was a man who could rip him into pieces in a second.
“I ... I was sent to give you these, sir ... sir Wizard,” his petrified stutter wasn’t fake.
“I didn’t ask for these. Who sent you?”
“Orders,” was all he could squeak out, confident that the Wizard saw right through his ruse. Alom was so scared he never heard someone coming up from behind him.
“I just killed the Gray Wizard,” a female voice declared. Alom turned to see the bitch herself, complete with her green beret. She described how she killed Lihan with a spearpoint. Then she took one of the apples from his basket. Surrounded by so much magical power, Alom prayed that his death would be painless.
“Thank you, young man,” Preem said. Alom turned back in time to see the Bone Crusher’s coat open as he took the bowl from him. He saw Zenii’s riding crop stuffed into the belt inside the wizard's coat. Alom bowed deeply, stepping back. The wizard’s hand reached out, and Alom’s heart seemed to stop. Then he saw the coin held in the wizard’s fingers. “You may return to the kitchens.” The Bone Crusher pressed a silver crown into his hand.
“Thank you ... sir Wizard.” He’d almost said Bone Crusher. It was time to get away, so bowing again, he stepped back. Once the bitch followed the wizard into the room, Alom could breathe again. His knees shook like the throat of a warbler.
Walking as fast as he dared along the windowed corridor, he heard the guards laughing as he passed. “Scary, ain’t he?” they each asked. He didn’t respond.
Alom didn’t slow until he was back on the ramp heading to the kitchen’s cellar. He slowed down, not wanting to meet anyone from the kitchen, the one group who knew he wasn’t allowed here. The cellar was empty.
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Little Fighter


Roon walked in silence along the tunnel. Munia led the way, holding the torch high to give as much light as possible. It gave him time to think about his nickname. His Zenii used his nickname to instill fear whenever he needed to. How was Roon to inspire any respect with a name like Roon the Runt? The world was mean and unfair. Being able to do magic meant he no longer needed his arm. Which meant his school friends could no longer bully him. But now the kingdom wanted to pick on him because of his magic. 
He kept track as Munia took the third branch on the left, followed by the first on the right.
“We’re under the Palace now,” Jisana warned.
Up ahead, he saw some light. The bend of the tunnel hid the source. Munia had stopped. “Stay here,” he said to Jisana. Moving ahead, he passed Munia as he edged slowly around the bend. Finally, he saw the source of the light. Two small figures ahead. Both were staring in his direction; one held a torch.
“There,” the one with the torch called out. “I’s sees ya. What ya doing downs here. This be our ground. Git afore I’s tap ya.”
Roon stepped into the light. He kept his wand securely tucked into his belt; he was the one in charge here. “Who are you?” 
“It’s tha Runt,” the torch bearer said. “Moves ta other side; he can’t takes us both.”
The boy’s words surprised Roon. These weren’t just some beggars in the tunnels. He was in a fight, and these two didn’t think much of him. The recent training with Brodia gave him confidence as he continued to walk toward the two boys. Behind, he heard soft footsteps coming up. He risked a glance; it was Jisana coming to stand beside him. In her hand, he saw a knife. Looking at the boys again, Roon asked, “What are your names?” The two groups were only thirty feet apart.
Without warning, the one without the torch ran at him, so he calmly sent a fist to knock the boy back onto his rump. Roon saw the one with the torch glance at his fallen comrade. “What are your names?” Roon asked again. The fallen one got up and charged again. So, Roon knocked him down again.
“I’s knows ya, grist,” Jisana said, pointing at the boy with the torch.
Then the torch-bearer threw something at Jisana, but she dodged to the side as Roon stopped the knife with a shield. Jisana picked up the blade after it clattered to the floor.
“That wasn’t nice!” Roon said to the boys.
Using a gripping fist, he snatched the torch from the knife thrower’s hand before moving it across the tunnel to the other boy, who was getting back to his feet. The boy ran away along the tunnel. The first boy joined him. Roon let them go, grabbing Jisana’s arm to stop her from chasing them alone.
Walking forward with Jisana, he reached where the boys had been standing. He plucked the floating torch from the air. Looking around, he saw a metal gate that covered an entire passageway on the left. “Where’s Munia?” he asked.
“She ran away,” Jisana replied. “She won’t get the rest of her crown.” He asked her why she didn’t run away too. “You said I was part of the team. You trusted me,” she replied as if nothing was special about it.
“Thank you.” He stepped to the gate. It rattled as he shook it but didn’t open. As he stared through the metal bars, he heard scrapping as if someone was coming from beyond the gate. But he couldn’t see anyone moving in the shadows.
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A Close Call


Still shocked by his close encounter with the Bone Crusher, Alom used his key to open the cellar door into the tunnels. After relocking the door on the other side, he could relax for a minute. But not for too long since he didn’t want to give his eyes time to adjust to the darkness. He’d rather not see the girl’s dead body lying nearby.  
The abomination said she’d killed Lihan, the Gray Wizard. Although he never liked the coward, he was a part of his team. He must get back to Zenii to let him know the terrible news. Of course, it also meant that he was now the first apprentice.
Alom tiptoed down the spiral stairs, running his right hand along the outer wall. At the bottom, he heard the clang of Nip pushing on the locked gate. The last thing he needed was a disturbance that could bring unwanted attention. So, he stepped out into the torchlight.
The boy staring at him through the gate wasn’t Nip. Nor the other street kid. No, the boy watching him intently, with shining eyes, had one arm in a sling strapped to his chest. Standing beside the stranger, Alom saw a small girl dressed like a beggar.
“Who are you?” Alom asked, forgetting that he was the odd one out here.
“Apprentice Roon. And this girl is Jisana,” the cripple responded. It was the Runt, the other Bone Crusher’s team member. Alom felt naked with just a cubbie and a knife. Meanwhile, the runt would have spearpoints ready to cut him to pieces.
“What’s ya doing here?” He decided to drop into a local brogue to hide his Harpin accent. “No ones should be’s under tha Palace. If ya don’ts goes, I’s tells tha guardsman.”
“I’m staying in the Palace,” the Runt responded. “Being a servant, you should know that.”
Alom’s lie had trapped him. Thinking quickly, he said, “I’s shines boots, don’ts knows who stays in tha Palace.” He paused, knowing he should change the subject to avert further suspicion. “Ya’s really an apprentice? Ya’s can do magic?” 
“Of course,” the Runt replied.
“I’s don’ts believe ya.” Alom challenged. “Show me’s then.”
He sensed the pressure as the gripping fist picked up the girl, who let out a slight squeal of surprise. The Runt’s magic was good. His master would be pleased with what he’d learned on one visit. Maybe he’d also be happy to hear Lihan was dead. Meanwhile, he had to get back to deliver his news. “That’s wonderful, I’s sure. I’s have ta goes backs now.”
As he backed away, looking for the bottom of the stairs, he heard the Runt ask another question. “What’s your name?”
“Sarn,” he replied before running up the first five steps. Then he waited, sitting on the cold stone stairs. The fates had trapped him. Going out through the tunnels would require many questions he was unprepared to answer. Going back up meant the risk of passing by the kitchen again. Surely, they were wondering about that girl by now.
Choosing the lesser of the risks, he climbed back up the stairs. At the door, he checked the room. Two men were there, looking around. He heard the deep, muffled voice of one of them, “It’s not like Glipena to disappear like this.”
“When I find her, she’ll be getting the back of me hand.” A higher tone responded.
Someone tried to open the door. Thank the Gods he’d removed that key. Standing by the door, he held the cubbie in his hand. His eyes had adjusted enough to make out the pale shape of the girl’s dead body. Now he knew her name as he waited.
It was quiet on the other side of the door, so he peered through the hole again. The cellar was empty. Unlocking the door, he opened it. Nothing. He stepped through and relocked it quickly. Then he hurried up the ramp keeping away from the stairs to the kitchen.
Alom opened the double doors at the top, finding himself in bright sunlight. Ahead was the gateway out of the King’s Keep. Taking a few deep breaths, he ambled casually across the gravel courtyard to the gate. The two guards on duty said nothing as he passed, barely bothering to notice his existence.
Twenty minutes later, he stood in the count’s library, reporting on Lihan’s death and where his Zenii’s mastyon was. Zenii took the information calmly, asking several questions about the bitch’s exact words. Finally, the count dismissed him, telling him to change out of the Palace clothes. In his room, Alom wondered what Zenii’s new plan would be.
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Fit to Spit


Brodia had finished the flask of wine by the time Preem returned with Roon. She remained in her chair, warming her foot by the fire. As she relaxed, it was tempting to send Roon out for another flask. But Roon had some news, so she waited. 
Roon brought her up to date on what he saw in the tunnels under the Palace, describing the servant wearing the uniform that appeared short on him and spoke like a street beggar. Brodia asked Preem if he thought the boy was the same one who had brought the apples.
"Indeed, I believe it could be the same person," Preem replied. "I don't recall seeing anyone in a poorly fitting uniform before today." As Preem sat, steepling his fingers in thought, Brodia tried to remember what she'd said in that servant's presence. However, the red wine clouded her memories. "If it was the same boy, then he heard about the Gray Wizard's death," Preem added. "The news will be all over the city soon."
Roon asked about the Gray Wizard, so Brodia described her encounter with him. She kept the story shorter than before, sensing that Preem wasn't impressed. However, Roon was fervent enough for all of them, saying she had shaved the top off the count's leather, leaving it weaker. Brodia waited for Preem's agreement, but none came, leaving her tugging on her ear in frustration.
"Who is this girl that guided you through the tunnels?" she asked to get her mind off Preem's indifference to her killing the Gray Wizard.
Roon enthusiastically told her about a beggar girl named Jisana who showed him the tunnels and stood beside him when the boys threatened him. He admitted to being sad that the girl left the King's Keep to return to her place on the streets. Then, his final words surprised her. "And she says she recently met you, Brodia." Could it be that young beggar girl outside the Palace? But she was too young, not even a teenager yet. Then Roon added, "I was thinking of asking my Pa if Jisana could live with them. She would replace me as she learned leather smithing."
"What’s your Pa like?” Brodia asked, feeling a sense of concern for the girl. “Did he beat you? How did he treat your sister Azaly?”
“He’s my Pa. He treated me fair. He never said anything bad about my arm,” Roon replied. “I never saw him raise a hand to Azaly or my Ma. The only thing I didn’t like was his words about you. He didn’t think you could be a wizard. But he doesn’t think like that anymore.”
It was good enough for Brodia. So, even as her Zenii smiled and nodded his agreement, Brodia stepped over to Roon, pulling him close. It was one of the most gracious ideas she’d heard. Somehow, it made all this worth bearing. “That’s a brilliant idea, Squirt,” she whispered.
“A wonderful thought, master Roon,” Zenii added. 
Brodia returned to her chair. Getting up had been a bad idea as the wine made the room sway in her mind. She was woozy but did her best to sit gracefully. After propping her foot back up, she glanced at Preem. He was smiling at her.
“What?” she asked, uncomfortable with the smirk on his face. “I’m entitled to have a little wine. It’s to help replace the blood I lost.” She pushed deeper into the chair’s stuffing, doing her best to ignore his knowing smile. “You’d think I’d get more respect for killing the Gray Wizard,” she mumbled, hoping it was loud enough for Preem to hear.
“Master Roon,” Preem began. “Go to the kitchen to get some supper for Brodia. Bring a whole loaf.” Preem paused as he remembered something. “And take your time.”
[image: image-placeholder]Brodia sat, stewing in her foggy stupor from the red wine. Somehow, the entire day had turned upside down. This morning she saved the lives of five hostages, fulfilling her vision of being a Defender of Vosj. She killed the Gray Wizard this afternoon, which made the Kingdom of Otanic safer. Now she sat with an aching foot, drunk from too much wine. Beside her was the infuriating man she loved, who refused to promote her to journeyman wizard or even acknowledge that she killed the Gray Wizard. And now he was going to say that drinking hampered her as a wizard. She only drank because of his indifference to her accomplishments today. It was so unfair.
Brodia glanced at Preem. He stared into the fire with his fingers steepled in thought. Any minute now, he would start. She tugged on her ear in anticipation of the humiliation.
“Brodia, create your flying platform. I want to see you fly around this room,” Preem said. The softness in his voice surprised her, but his request angered her. She was in no condition to fly; he knew this. So, she glared at him, though he was still staring into the fire. “Now, Squirrel,” he said. “I want to see your two-way split.”
So she stood, holding out her branch wand to its limit as she formed her double split. Sitting on her platform, she elevated two feet off the floor. She concentrated on doing things slowly, so he wouldn’t notice the instability as she fought against her warped reactions to keep the platform steady.
“Satisfied?” she asked, hovering beside him like a hummingbird.
“Fly around,” he said, waving his hand around his head. “I want to see how good you are.”
So, the bastard wanted a demonstration! The wine took away her concerns over messing this up. She rolled over onto her stomach. Latching one gripping fist to the mantel and the other to the top of a door frame, she circled Preem, who remained in his chair.
Faster, she turned, tilting her platform so the speed pushed her into it. She became giddy with the pace as she circled halfway between Preem and the walls. The table beside his chair became a victim of her flight, but she didn’t care. Faster she went, she’d show the fool what a woman can do. The cups on another table went crashing as she passed too close. She scraped the wall with her outstretched wand, leaving a dark mark; so what! The flames in the fireplace flared as she passed; if she burned down the Palace, it would be his fault. Her anger didn’t abate as she flew around him. All her frustrations from the last week bubbled up, so she poured them into her flight around the Two Towers room.
Finally, she turned toward Preem, who sat watching her. Flying hard at him, she suddenly banked her platform like her rooster attack on the Gray Wizard. She stopped a few inches from his face, a little closer than planned. “Damn you, Preem Forma!” she said.
“Are you angry with me, Squirrel? Fit to spit?”
“Damn right I am.” Her right hand drifted to her ear, giving it a sharp tug in frustration.
“Are you tugging on your ear at me, Wizard Brodia?”
“And what if I am? I’ve done enough for today. I’ve almost been killed,” she snapped back. “I deserve something else. I ... I ... What did you call me?”
“By tradition, the grand wizard tests his apprentice to see if they are ready to be a full wizard. Then he gives his student a leather coat, but you already have my old one for now. And finally, he guides his apprentice in making their tarner.” Preem smiled at her as she settled her lifting hand on the plush rug covering the floor. “Congratulations on becoming a wizard. We’ll have to get you a new hat.”
Brodia sat on his lap. All her anger swept away, though she was still tipsy. She could feel the bone handle of the count’s mastyon stuffed into Preem’s belt. She pulled it out to tap him playfully on the nose with the handle. Preem told her he’d followed her idea, ordering the royal craftsman to make a replica.
It brought up a riddle she wanted to solve. “With the Gray Wizard gone, why don’t we attack the count? After all, you have his mastyon.”
“I rarely do what my opponent is begging me to do,” he replied, wrapping his arms around her waist. “After taking his d’dec, I would expect him to hide so I can’t attack him when he’s defenseless. But instead, he makes a point of saying, ‘here I am, come on and take me.’ So, I don’t attack because that’s exactly what he hopes for.”
“Do you believe he has another d’dec to use?”
“I’m certain of it. Their ability to snuff out the d’sur waves gives them an advantage I still haven’t found a way to neutralize. I experiment every day with finding this technique,” Preem said. “What do you remember of the moment the Gray Wizard stopped his d’sur waves?”
Brodia relived the events in her mind, describing how she sensed the Gray Wizard’s mind before she saw his wave patterns in the air. Then, as she chased him away from Clovermouth, his d’dec just seemed to wink out like a nighttime star passing behind a cloud. However, she didn’t recall any different pattern from his mind. The mysteries around the enemy were the same as they were this morning. Suddenly, eliminating the Gray Wizard wasn’t the significant advance she hoped for.
“If I can find this technique,” Preem mused, “we can ambush him, just as he plans to do to us.”
Brodia rested in his arms. She would try to find this way of stopping her d’sur as well. If she could stop the d’sur gathering into the d’dec, it would appear to wink out, just as the clouds prevented a star’s light from reaching the land.
“One more thing,” Preem said, breaking into her thoughts. “You have to fashion your tarner. It can’t be as crude as this branch, though you can use the same branch. It must be thinner and shaped as you want so people will recognize it as yours.”
Brodia studied her old three-inch-thick branch wand, wondering how her tarner should look. After a minute, she made her decision. It would be something to honor one of Yarin’s victims, a woman she never met but heard many stories about. “I know what I want,” she said, forming a broad spearpoint to shave the branch.
Moving over to her chair, she began shaving away the wood, creating a flowing design. All she had to do was remove the parts of the branch that were not in her mental picture of her finished tarner. She worked quickly, creating a one-inch thick staff that weaved three times from top to bottom. Strangely, all the red wine she had drunk helped create her tarner. It removed any of her concerns over making so unusual a design. Preem watched from his chair but made no suggestions.
She removed her blackened wand from the top, breaking its tip apart to remove the d’dec buried there. It had been a year since she last saw her d’dec. It looked the same; a holly berry sized stone with twelve perfect five-sided faces. The tiny faces reminded her of a dusty mirror reflecting a muted light. Preem entered her d’dec to show her how to pull apart the wood fibers at the top of her new tarner to conceal the d’dec in the top.
“What should I do with my wand?” she asked, holding her old blackened wand with the frayed tip.
“Destroy it.” He pointed to the fireplace with a couple of logs crackling away. She tossed it in. Sitting on his lap once again, she watched the flames consume it.
“I want to keep wearing my pear-green beret,” she said. “Can I break from the tradition of a tall wizard’s hat?”
“We have broken so many traditions; why not another,” he replied. Brodia twisted around to look into his dark face. He smiled before leaning down to kiss her. The war was someone else’s problem for a few minutes as she relaxed in his arms. She didn’t even care if Roon returned to find them sitting together; Vosj could go to hell, at least for a few more minutes.
It was Preem who broke the spell. “Brodia, Kefnu is our capital, our home. Yet with Harpin’s grand wizard within the city walls, we are really in the wolf’s jaws. And those jaws will be closing soon,” he said. Brodia mumbled something, not wanting to let the world in yet. “I cannot leave the king's vicinity,” Preem added. “So, all duties outside the Keep will now be on your shoulders, my love.”
Brodia leaned her head on his shoulder. “I understand,” she whispered. She wanted to remind him that she’d killed the Gray Wizard, but she sensed this would shatter the magic of this moment. Something about that event troubled Preem, and now it bothered her too. Tomorrow, she would return to Widemouth to get her family to safety.
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Retreat?


“You’ll like Jisana when you meet her,” Preem said as he walked with Brodia to the council chamber. After a night to sleep it off, Brodia had regained her steady gait, though she still limped. “I wonder if I’m looking at a young Squirrel when I see her determination.” Outside, a summer thunderstorm sent vibrations through the Palace’s stonework with each thunder roll. It must be an exceptionally violent storm to affect the solid Palace like this. 
“I may have met Jisana briefly,” Brodia said. “But I look forward to a long chat with her.” As they walked, she leaned on her new tarner to ease her left foot. The tarner had a shape that reminded him of a snake’s body. She said it was a tribute to Nifbar’s sister, Vanji, fed to a snake by the evilest person she had ever met. He loved the symbolism, even though they were the only people aware of it.
“You should go to retrieve your family from Widemouth as soon as this meeting ends,” Preem said. He had slowed his pace to let Brodia favor her foot, though he knew she would keep up with him no matter how fast he walked. “I would not delay this mission by even a hand.”
“After killing the Gray Wizard, I thought I had more time,” she said. They were outside the door to the council chamber. “Why the urgency? Don’t you believe the Gray Wizard is dead?”
He opened the door. “We’ll discuss this after the meeting.”
Preem sat beside Brodia, facing the chancellor and defense minister. This was a war council meeting. As they waited for King Attim to arrive, the conversation revolved around Brodia’s promotion. The speed that Palace rumors spread always surprised Preem. However, no one said a word about the Gray Wizard.
The king arrived, stopping any further conversations. Once everyone had resettled, the king congratulated Brodia on attaining the Journeyman Wizard status, adding that the realm would need her skills in the coming months. Then he called upon the chancellor to give an update on recent news.
Chancellor Plov cleared his throat before starting. “We received a report before sunrise that the Count of Broditch has left the city through the North Gate. The guards at the gate say he left when the Time Star was still two hands from setting.” Plov looked at General Fenaton for additional information.
“A hand ago, we dispatched a patrol to find and escort the count to the border,” the defense minister added.
“What think you, my lord? Have we chased the scoundrel off? ” King Attim said to Preem. “You clipped his wings, so now he’s scurrying back to his estates.”
“I would not presume so, sire,” Preem said. “We may have his mastyon. But if that put him at a disadvantage, then he would have run or hidden immediately.” Preem needed time to weigh the meaning of the development. However, he didn’t feel he’d defeated the enemy, so any retreat would likely be a fake move intended to draw Otanic out or create a false sense of security. “Other events happened yesterday that I haven’t revealed. Yet I’m surprised the Palace doesn’t already talk of them.”
When the king asked what these events were, Preem asked Brodia to tell them about her encounter with the Gray Wizard. She only said the Gray Wizard ambushed her, but she fought back and killed him.
“He is dead?” the general said.
“I believe so,” Brodia replied. Then, after glancing at Preem, she added, “I saw him fall into the river, but I’ve not been able to find his body, despite a hand of searching.”
A sharp tap on the door stopped any further discussion. An officer stepped in to hand a note to the general. General Fenaton took a moment to read and then reread the message. “Is this reliable?” he asked the junior officer, who nodded. After waving the officer out of the room, General Fenaton said, “The patrol is unable to locate the count or his coach within five leagues of the city.”
“The fox has gone to ground,” Preem said.
“And the Gray Wizard?” King Attim asked.
“Dead bodies tend to float, your grace.”
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First Scene in The Four Crowns


On the planet Vosj, in the fourth kingdom, twelve-year-old Jisana would be tortured that afternoon. 
However, in the morning, she sat in the pouring rain outside the Green Tower tavern with the overly colorful shingle depicting the green-tinted West Tower. Lightning flashed across the sky while she huddled, waiting for the summer storm to pass through. These things rarely lasted for half a hand.
Her small corner between the tavern’s stone wall and stone steps to the door offered some shelter because the wind came from her back. Still, she scrunched her knees into her chest to keep her warm. In front of her, a few people passed along the cobbled street with shoulders hunched against the rain. One man came up the tavern’s steps. Jisana didn’t bother to hold out her begging bowl, as the normal didn’t even see street folk on days like these.
It left her time to think about the Green Wizard. Jisana was still awestruck about talking to her two days ago. It was the briefest of conversations, but she told Jisana she would come to find her when she was older. Then she met the Bone Crusher himself, who asked her to join his team. Now she was helping the One-Armed Wizard, who treated her like she was one of the normal. No one had done that since her parents died of the fever a year ago.
Now, there was a chance she could go back to the place she cherished. Jisana grew up in the servant’s quarters in the South Tower of the Keep, less than fifty feet from here. Being inside the Keep’s walls would be going home for her.
The time between the lightning flashes and the thunder lengthened as the storm passed. Soon the rain was little more than a drizzle, then it stopped. Still, the storm had washed the streets, leaving them with a freshness that would only linger for a hand. Jisana liked these brief periods of renewal as they took her away from the boredom of begging for her existence.
Two boys came along the street; the shorter one was a beggar boy, a grist. He had a limp. The taller one wore ordinary clothes as he walked with a confident stride. Something about them held her attention as they came along the newly washed street.
Jisana quickly realized the grist with a limp was the boy who attacked her a few days ago. On that day, she managed to cut his leg twice, giving him the limp he still had. She stretched out the muscles in her legs before tucking them under her, ready to jump up. The tall boy looked familiar, though she couldn’t remember where she saw him before.
When the two boys stopped on the street twenty feet in front of her, she stood, knife in hand. This was to be a fight. A glance at the gateway to the King’s Keep revealed two poppy-red guards. Neither was as big as the one that helped her the other day. She was alone.
“I’s owes ya, poke,” the grist said, taking out his cubbie. The tall one stood to one side, though it was clear he’d get involved if she got the better of the grist.
“Ya brings yar mama to helps ya then,” she called out to him using her street language.
“I’s gonna tap ya, poke,” limping grist said, though he hadn’t moved toward her.
Stealing another glance at the tall boy, she finally placed where she’d seen him. “I know you,” she said, dropping back into her normal dialect. “You’re the palace servant I saw in the tunnels yesterday.” It was a mistake. 
“Kill her, Nip,” the palace servant said as he pulled out his cubbie. It was a strange weapon for someone working in the Palace.
In that second, Jisana knew this wasn’t a fight over a begging spot. These two meant to kill her. She had stumbled on something so secret that they would execute her. Her assailants closed in, trying to trap her in her corner. But she jumped, pulling herself onto the head-height top step. The dull thwack of a cubbie hitting the stonework behind her propelled her to greater speed.
After jumping down on the other side, she ran hard along the cobbled street. Hopefully, the grist wasn’t so fast with the limp she’d given him. Ignoring the first alley, she ran for the second one, dodging into it. There was no need to glance behind her. She could hear their heavy footfalls as they ran after her. 
“Don’t let her get away,” one of them said.
This alley curved to the right before splitting into two directions. It was why she chose it. Taking the left fork, she ran for the steps leading into an abandoned storeroom. Jisana half ran, half slipped down the steps. The door was open. Inside she took the few seconds she needed to pick the door locked. Picking locks was the other skill she practiced to compensate for her small size. She considered herself the best on the streets.
The storeroom was blacker than the darkest night. Feeling her way around the wall, she found the empty barrels that hid the entrance to the tunnels. Jisana already had her picks in the lock when the storeroom entrance opened. There was no helping the sound of the lock clicking, so she moved quickly to open the heavy door and relock it from the other side before they could find it behind the barrels.
There was no time to crawl in the darkness to find the stairs, so she ran, trusting her memory. She stopped, knowing the top step was just in front of her. Feeling the edge of the steps, she began running down the spiral staircase, sliding her left hand around the inner column. She had a fighting chance if she could make it into the tunnels. That was her only hope.
Jisana had completed three revolutions before hearing the lock click from above her. A faint light permeated through the utter darkness. The boys had taken the time to light a torch. If the Gods willed it, it should give her the extra time she needed.
She skipped down the stairs in a rhythm, unable to see the steps. A couple of times, she almost lost her balance. It was a long way to the tunnels, and she was tired. She stumbled when the end of the stairs surprised her, banging her knees hard on the stone floor.
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